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INTRODUCTION 
Changing professional demographics is a clear challenge for 
organizations and societies. Inevitably, people need to stay in the workforce 
longer to help finance the national welfare systems (Razin & Sadka, 2005; 
Walker & Maltby, 2012), to lend their expertise and experience to 
organizations (Midtsundstad & Bogen, 2014; Midtsundstad, 2011), and to 
pay their own bills. Eventually, the proportion of older, more experienced 
workers in the active workforce will increase. For instance, the German car 
manufacturer BMW has identified the recent and ongoing demographic shift 
as one of the key challenges for the upcoming decades: The number of 
workers aged 50 and over will double between 2010 and 2020 (Anderson, 
2013; BMW, 2014; Loch, Sting, Bauer, & Mauermann, 2010). Another 
example of this is the German utility company RWE. For their Power division 
alone, they project the share of workers aged 50 and over to rise from 20% 
in 2008 to nearly 80% by 2018 (Strack, Baier, & Fahlander, 2008). 
At the same time, the internationalization of business and the 
accelerated rate of innovation are making the workplace an increasingly 
dynamic and competitive environment. Given that fact, how does the aging 
workforce fit into the affordances of such an environment? Contemporary 
workplaces are often unfriendly environments for older workers. For 
example, older employees are disproportionally more often subject to 
layoffs during restructuring periods (Kim & Mo, 2014), negative stereotypes 
(Iweins, Desmette, Yzerbyt, & Stinglhamber, 2013; John, 2013; Posthuma & 
Campion, 2009), and difficulties finding jobs (Ahmed, Andersson, & 
Hammarstedt, 2012; Albert, Escot, & Fernández-Cornejo, 2011). This 
questions older employees' employability, the competence to continuously 
fulfill and acquire work for themselves (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 
2006). However, with organizations becoming more and more dependent on 
older workers, namely due to their knowledge and skills, managers need to 
rethink their human resource policies concerning age. Employable 
employees, irrespective of their age, are a vital resource for business 
success (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). 
Employable employees have a set of competences that enables 
them to fulfill, acquire, or create work (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 
2006). These competences include expertise, adaptability to change, active 
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monitoring of the work environment, balance between employee and 
employer interests, and identification with the employing organization. That 
being said, how can employability be sustained in advanced ages? Defining 
employability as a set of competences (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 
2006) indicates that employees' employability is dynamic and may be 
developed by engaging in learning activities. Indeed, previous work does 
indicate that learning activities may enhance individuals' employability (Van 
der Heijden, Boon, Van der Klink, & Meijs, 2009); however, evidence for this 
relationship is still scarce (De Vos, De Hauw, & Van der Heijden, 2011). 
In this dissertation, we expand upon previous work by focusing on 
the attributes and activities of individual employees. Specifically, we 
research how chronological age, motivation, and learning activities explain 
older employees’ employability. By taking a learning perspective, we 
effectively consider future time perspective (Lang & Carstensen, 2002), goal 
orientation (Elliot & McGregor, 2001), and activities of formal learning and 
informal learning from others. This focus on psychological and behavioral 
learning-related factors provides alternative explanations of how 
employability is shaped during the aging process and extends current 
models (e.g., Van der Heijden, De Lange, Demerouti, & Van der Heijde, 
2009). 
Assuming a direct relationship between age and employability – as 
suggested by the higher unemployment rates for older age groups 
(European Commission, 2010) – may be overly simplistic and offers little 
guidance on how older workers can remain employable. Current research, 
however, has not paid sufficient attention to potential mediators of the 
relationship between age and employability. Essentially, despite the 
practical urgency and importance of the topic, we lack the necessary 
knowledge to give advice on how to manage employees in order to sustain 
their employability as they age. 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
In this dissertation, we take a learning perspective and propose the 
research model shown in Figure 1. We research the relationship between 
chronological age and employability and study the mediating role of 
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motivation and learning activities. In this section, we briefly introduce the 
major concepts used in this dissertation. 
 
Figure 1: Research model of this dissertation. 
 Employability 
Employability research can be clustered into three phases (Gazier, 
2001). Early in the 20
th
 century, researchers based the definition of 
employability on whether one was able and willing to work. In the middle of 
the 20
th
 century, research began to consider the labor market demand. At 
the end of the 20
th
 century, employability research became more holistic 
and focused on labor market outcomes, individuals' responsibility to 
develop transferable skills due to increasingly inter-organizational careers, 
and employability's relativity in terms of supply and demand on the labor 
market. In sum, the concept has been regularly adapted to specific labor 
market situations at specific times in history. 
Today, the accelerating rate of innovation makes it necessary to 
focus on individuals' attributes, rather than on volatile labor market 
demands. Therefore, we define being employable as having a set of 
competences that enables people to fulfill, acquire, or create work (Van der 
Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). This includes technical expertise, but also 
more generic social and adaptive competences (Rodriguez, Patel, Bright, 
Gregory, & Gowing, 2002). More specifically, Van der Heijde and Van der 
Heijden (2006) state that proactive, self-initiated screening and preparation 
for potential changes in job and career requirements and conditions 
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(anticipation and optimization), as well as reactive adaptation and resilience 
to those conditions (personal flexibility), are required. Additionally, 
identification with the organization's goals and the ability to work together 
with others are needed (corporate sense). Balance, the ability to 
appropriately weigh employer interests against personal interests, was 
identified as another key competence of employability. Possession of these 
four generic competences, in addition to one's job-specific occupational 
expertise, should enhance an employee's potential to fulfill, acquire, or 
create work. 
Age 
Different perspectives of age inevitably exist (Diehl et al., 2014; 
Schalk et al., 2010). For instance, age may be based on the ability of a person 
to perform certain tasks (functional age; Sharkey, 1987), a subjective feeling 
(psychological age; Stephan, Demulier, & Terracciano, 2012), tenure 
(organizational age), biological and societal factors and the roles people take 
during their lives (life-span age; Schulz & Heckhausen, 1996), or the time 
passed since birth (chronological age). 
Chronological age is by far the most prominent conceptualization of 
age in employability research. Many studies include it in their analyses and 
find negative relationships between age and employability (De Cuyper, 
Mauno, Kinnunen, & Mäkikangas, 2011; Nauta, De Vroome, Cox, Korver, & 
Kraan, 2005; Raemdonck, Tillema, Grip, Valcke, & Segers, 2012; Rothwell & 
Arnold, 2007; Van der Heijden, 2002; Van Vuuren, Caniels, & Semeijn, 2011; 
Wittekind, Raeder, & Grote, 2010). However, it is unclear how these findings 
can be interpreted, because chronological age combines many changes 
related to aging, many of which are difficult to disentangle. For instance, 
physical and mental changes, stereotypes of others, effects of the time 
period, or the cohort itself can all have significant effects (Hall, Mairesse, & 
Turner, 2007). Another problem is that older people are not a homogeneous 
group. The older people get and the more experience they accumulate, the 
more heterogeneous they become (Bal, Kooij, & Rousseau, 2015; Staudinger 
& Bowen, 2011). This puts the predictive value of chronological age into 
question. Additionally, no practical implications can be given to individuals, 
as one's chronological age cannot be changed. In this dissertation, we 
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provide a conceptual framework to study the relationship between 
chronological age and employability in greater detail. We question the 
central role of chronological age in past research and public debate and 
instead propose a model that considers employees' motivation and learning 
activities. 
Learning activities 
Both activities of formal learning and informal learning from others 
may help to develop the necessary competences to remain employable. 
Formal learning includes all of the learning inside a structure deliberately 
created for that purpose (CEDEFOP, 2008). For instance, this includes 
attending seminars and workshops or following courses offered by an 
educational institution. Informal learning is less pre-structured, more 
controlled by the learner, embedded in daily working activities, and may 
happen unconsciously (cf. Livingstone, 2001; Marsick & Watkins, 2001). 
Often, learning is not the primary purpose of the activity; its outcomes are 
not defined in advance (Kock & Ellström, 2011). For example, informal 
learning includes activities such as ad-hoc exchanges with others or learning 
by doing. While the learning is undertaken autonomously (Kyndt & Baert, 
2013), organizations and managers are still influential in terms of how much 
they support it (Froehlich, Segers, & Van den Bossche, 2014; Kyndt, Dochy, & 
Nijs, 2009). 
Previous research suggests that informal learning from others is a 
major part of work-related learning (Boud & Middleton, 2003; Eraut, 2007; 
Tannenbaum, Beard, McNall, & Salas, 2010). Employees that utilize and 
consult their social network while working may be better prepared to 
perform their work more effectively (Borgatti & Cross, 2003). Therefore, we 
focus on informal learning from others in this dissertation. This entails the 
proactive search for information, feedback, and help from others at the 
workplace (Bamberger, 2009; Froehlich, Beausaert, & Segers, 2015). Help-
seeking is the proactive search for assistance from others to solve a specific 
problem (Karabenick & Newman, 2006; Karabenick, 1998). Feedback-seeking 
is the proactive search for information targeted at evaluating and reflecting 
upon work processes and the self (Anseel, Lievens, & Levy, 2007; Van den 
Bossche, Van Waes, & Van der Rijt, 2013). Information-seeking is not aimed 
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at solving a specific problem, like help-seeking, nor does it contain an 
evaluative component like feedback-seeking. At least, it is not originally 
performed for these purposes, although the information may eventually 
serve as a basis for tackling a specific problem or evaluating oneself. 
Formal learning and informal learning are not mutually exclusive 
(Kyndt & Baert, 2013). Therefore, we consider both formal learning and 
informal learning from others simultaneously, but separately. 
Motivation 
We draw from two theories of motivation that have previously been 
linked to both age and learning and competence development: 
socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 2006) and goal orientation 
theory (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Socioemotional selectivity theory posits that 
individuals select and pursue their goals in alignment with their (working) 
life's time horizon, called future time perspective (Carstensen, Isaacowitz, & 
Charles, 1999). This perspective affects the motivation to learn and perform 
(Raemdonck, Beausaert, Froehlich, Kochoian, & Meurant, 2015). For 
example, employees that see themselves as approaching retirement are less 
inclined to grow and invest in their career. Instead, they may focus on 
emotional goals, such as spending time with their friends at work (cf. Lang & 
Carstensen, 2002). 
Goal orientation theory studies how people define, approach, and 
respond to achievement situations (Brett & VandeWalle, 1999; Van 
Dierendonck & Van der Gaast, 2013). Goal orientations are a set of beliefs 
and attributions that affect the manner with which such situations are dealt. 
For instance, employees may feel that it is hard to keep up with current 
trends. Instead of attempting to master them, they focus on presenting 
themselves in a favorable light. For example, they may focus on delivering 
good work and on communicating it effectively. Previous studies have 
indicated that especially older people are more oriented towards 
maintaining their status (Ebner, Freund, & Baltes, 2006; Ogilvie, Rose, & 
Heppen, 2010) and show a distinct decrease in growth motives (Kooij, De 
Lange, Jansen, Kanfer, & Dikkers, 2011). 
CHAPTER 1 | 17 
 
OVERVIEW OF THE STUDIES 
We present five studies in this dissertation, and each deals with a 
distinct part of the research model. The dissertation concludes with an 
overall summary and discussion (Chapter 7) and a valorization addendum. 
In Chapter 2 we discuss the elements of the framework presented in 
Figure 1 in detail. We develop a model of how motivation and learning 
activities help to sustain older employees' employability. While age is a 
central theme of this dissertation, we do not focus on older workers 
exclusively, as this would require an arbitrary definition of what "old age" is. 
While some previous research has used varying threshold levels (e.g., 45 
years (Billett, 2011; Fournier, Zimmermann, & Gauthier, 2011)), we take a 
different approach. We include age as a continuous variable in the research 
model. The results of this chapter will be used to guide further empirical 
work, which is presented in Chapters 3 to 6. 
In the empirical study presented in Chapter 3 we aim to examine the 
effects of chronological age and activities of formal learning and informal 
learning from others on employability. Furthermore, we test indirect effects 
of age on employability via learning activities (see Figure 2). We conducted 
quantitative, cross-sectional survey research (n = 780) in three Dutch and 
Austrian organizations to study the relationship between chronological age, 
learning activities, and employability using hierarchical multiple regression 
analyses and mediation analyses. 
 
Figure 2: Research model of Chapter 3. 
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In Chapter 4, we present an empirical study in which we investigate 
the effects of age, future time perspective, and goal orientation on 
employability. We conducted quantitative, cross-sectional survey research (n 
= 282) in three Dutch and Austrian organizations. We used structural 
equation modeling to also test for indirect effects of age (see Figure 3). 
 
Figure 3: Research model of Chapter 4. 
The findings of the preceding studies show the effects of motivation 
and learning activities. However, we did not investigate these concepts and 
their relationship with employability simultaneously. This analysis is done in 
Chapter 5. Specifically, we investigate how employees’ perception of the 
future as a time of opportunities and limitations affects their engagement in 
informal learning from others and, in turn, their employability (see Figure 4). 
We tested our model empirically in two Austrian consultancies (n = 167). 
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Figure 4: Research model of Chapter 5. 
In Chapter 6, we conduct social network analyses of six samples to 
study the relationship between informal learning from others and 
employability in detail (see Figure 5). We investigate 1,948 feedback-seeking 
relationships of 107 employees in Austria, India, and the Netherlands and 
study how homophily affects the composition of feedback-seeking networks 
at work and how the composition of these feedback-seeking networks 
influences employees' employability.  
 
Figure 5: Research model of Chapter 6. 
NOTES 
Note that this dissertation is a collection of related articles, rather 
than a monograph. Since each chapter may be read on its own, repetitions 
and overlap across chapters are inevitable. Additionally, minor adaptations 
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were made to the published articles included in this dissertation, in order to 
improve consistency. Since the articles have been published or are about to 
be published in different fields of research, some terms could not be used 
consistently throughout the manuscript. When we refer to (learning) 
activities, we mean informal learning from others by seeking information, 
feedback, and help (unless specified otherwise).   
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ABSTRACT 
In today's time of demographic change and rapid innovation, age 
and employability as well as the role of learning and development are high 
on the agenda of human resource managers and Chief Learning Officers. 
However, existing research has failed to integrate these concepts in a clear 
model and offers little explanation of how the concepts may be linked 
exactly. In this conceptual chapter, we show how chronological age, despite 
its poor characteristics as a predictor, might still affect employability 
indirectly. Specifically, we propose that employees' motivation – in terms of 
future time perspective and goal orientation – and formal and informal 
learning activities need to be considered. Since an individual's chronological 
age cannot be changed, it is important to recognize these mediating 
variables, which may be targeted more easily by human resource 
development or age management initiatives.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The populations of many countries are aging and a reversal of this 
trend seems unlikely (OECD, 2012). Inevitably, people need to stay longer in 
the workforce: to sustain national welfare systems, to help organizations 
thrive, and to pay their own bills. Consequently, governments all over the 
world revise their retirement policies to encourage longer working lives 
(Billett, 2011) – for instance, the changed Default Retirement Age in Great 
Britain (Department for Business Innovation and Skills, 2011). Similarly, 
organizations adapt their employment and retention policies (Colley, 2013) 
to combat the brain drain caused by the large number of senior workers 
retiring in the upcoming five to ten years and to keep on top of the ever 
increasing pace of innovation and changing demands. Eventually, the 
proportion of older, experienced workers in the active workforce will 
increase. This puts employability on the agenda of both politics and 
business. Governments seek to maintain the social welfare systems and call 
for better integration of older people in the active workforce (Razin & Sadka, 
2005; Walker & Maltby, 2012). Businesses struggle to retain and attract 
experienced employees (Midtsundstad & Bogen, 2014; Midtsundstad, 2011). 
Employability means the “continuous fulfilling, acquiring or creating 
of work [by employees] through the optimal use of competences" (Van der 
Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006, p. 435). Employable employees identify and 
realize career opportunities (Fugate, Kinicki, & Ashforth, 2004). To do so, 
they need diverse competences such as expertise, adaptability to changes, 
active monitoring of the work environment, balance between employee and 
employer interests, and identification with the employing organization (Van 
der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006).  
Despite the pivotal importance of lifelong employability, we still do 
not sufficiently understand how it can be sustained in higher ages. It is 
argued that learning activities are needed to develop competences and, in 
turn, improve individuals' employability (Van der Heijden, Boon, Van der 
Klink, & Meijs, 2009) and careers (Maurer & Chapman, 2013). However, 
research on the relationship between learning and employability is scarce 
(De Vos, De Hauw, & Van der Heijden, 2011). Moreover, to the best of our 
knowledge, no existing model of employability explicitly discusses the 
effects of chronological age (cf. Clarke, 2008). The physical and mental 
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changes during the process of aging (e.g., Bassey, 1998; Schaie, 1984) and 
the stereotypes about older workers (Malinen & Johnston, 2013), however, 
can hardly be ignored (Ilmarinen, 2001; Segal, Qualls, & Smyer, 2011). 
Assuming a direct relationship between age and employability – as 
often suggested by the higher unemployment rates for older age groups 
(European Commission, 2010) – is, we believe, too simplistic. Moreover, such 
a simple model offers little guidance on how older workers may remain 
employable. Current research, however, neglects to look into potential 
mediators of the relationship between age and employability. In sum, 
despite the practical urgency and importance of the topic, we lack the 
necessary knowledge to give advice about how to manage employees to 
sustain their employability during the process of aging. 
In this conceptual chapter, we present a model of how chronological 
age, learning activities, and their motivational antecedents may explain 
older employees’ employability. Specifically, we consider future time 
perspective (Lang & Carstensen, 2002), goal orientation (Elliot & McGregor, 
2001), and formal and informal learning activities (see Figure 1). Such a 
focus on individuals' attributes is warranted, as previous studies of 
employability have largely ignored individual differences and focused on 
contextual variables, such as the organizational culture or job demands (e.g., 
Evers, Kreijns, Van der Heijden, & Gerrichhauzen, 2011; Thijssen, Van der 
Heijden, & Rocco, 2008; Van der Heijden & Bakker, 2011; Van der Heijden, 
Boon, et al., 2009; Van Emmerik, Schreurs, De Cuyper, Jawahar, & Peeters, 
2012; Wittekind, Raeder, & Grote, 2010). The focus on psychological and 
behavioral factors provides alternative explanations of how employability is 
shaped during the aging process and extends current models (e.g., Van der 
Heijden, De Lange, Demerouti, & Van der Heijde, 2009). 
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Figure 1: Conceptual model of this chapter depicting the propositions (P1 to 
P4). 
EMPLOYABILITY: A COMPETENCE-BASED PERSPECTIVE 
Gazier (2001) identifies three waves of employability research, in 
which the concept was adapted to the labor market situation. Early in the 
20
th
 century an absolute definition of employability based on whether one 
was able and willing to work was introduced. In the 1950s, research 
gradually also considered the labor market demand. Since the 1990s, 
employability research has focused on three areas: labor market outcomes, 
individuals' responsibility to develop transferable skills due to increasingly 
inter-organizational careers, and employability's relativity in terms of supply 
and demand on the labor market. 
The accelerating rate of innovation makes it increasingly 
inappropriate to frame employability in terms of specific labor market 
demands. Instead, we define being employable as having a set of 
competences that enables people to fulfill, acquire, or create work (Van der 
Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). For that, a broad package of competences 
(Wright & Snell, 1998) that includes social and adaptive competences 
(Rodriguez, Patel, Bright, Gregory, & Gowing, 2002) on top of technical 
domain knowledge, needs to be taken into account. Van der Heijde and Van 
der Heijden (2006) include occupational expertise as an important 
prerequisite for employability, but note that also other factors weigh heavily. 
Proactive, self-initiated screening and preparation for potential changes in 
job and career requirements and conditions (anticipation and optimization) 
34 | CONCEPTUAL MODEL 
 
and reactive adaptation and resilience to them (personal flexibility) are 
needed in today's fast moving business world. Furthermore, identification 
with the organization's goals and the ability to work together with others are 
needed (corporate sense). Last, balance, the ability to appropriately weigh 
employer's interests against own interests, was identified as a key 
competence of employability. 
Previous research has found that self-ratings of employability are 
more important than potential employers' ratings, since employees act 
based on their own perceptions (Fugate et al., 2004; Van den Broeck et al., 
2013; Van Emmerik et al., 2012). Similarly, Kinnunen et al. (2011) derive the 
importance of self-perceived employability from Lazarus and Folkman's 
(1984) transactional stress theory: employees who perceive themselves as 
employable feel less threatened by the environment, experience less strain 
(Berntson & Marklund, 2007), and perform better. Therefore, we focus on 
the employees' own perceptions of their employability in our model. 
AGE 
Age is a very broad concept that may be viewed from different 
perspectives (Diehl et al., 2014; Schalk et al., 2010); for instance: functional 
age, which is based on the ability of a person to perform certain tasks on a 
daily basis (Sharkey, 1987), psychological age, which refers to how old a 
person feels subjectively (Stephan, Demulier, & Terracciano, 2012), 
organizational age, which is based on the tenure in the same organization, 
life-span age, which considers biological and societal factors in an integrative 
way and focuses on the roles people take during their lives (R. Schulz & 
Heckhausen, 1996), or chronological age, which measures the time passed 
since birth. 
Both in research and practice, chronological age is used most 
prominently. This is also true in research about employability, where 
chronological age is often included in the analyses – at least as a covariate. 
Previous studies predominantly find negative relationships between age and 
employability (De Cuyper, Mauno, Kinnunen, & Mäkikangas, 2011; Nauta, De 
Vroome, Cox, Korver, & Kraan, 2005; Raemdonck, Tillema, Grip, Valcke, & 
Segers, 2012; Rothwell & Arnold, 2007; Van der Heijden, 2002; Van Vuuren, 
Caniels, & Semeijn, 2011; Wittekind et al., 2010) and related concepts, such 
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as workability (Nielsen, 1999) and career opportunities (Van Veldhoven & 
Dorenbosch, 2008). We only found one study that does not show a 
significant relationship at all (Van der Heijden, Boon, et al., 2009). 
Despite these consistent findings, it is difficult to derive implications 
from them. This is because chronological age is a proxy measure for many 
changes related to aging: physical and mental changes, ageism, effects of 
the period of time or the cohort (Hall, Mairesse, & Turner, 2007). It is difficult 
to disentangle those different effects from each other. A second problem is 
that the older people get and the more experience they accumulate, the 
more heterogeneous they become (Carstensen, 2006; Staudinger & Bowen, 
2011). Consequently, the predictive value of chronological age diminishes. 
Additionally, it is questionable which recommendations should be given to 
decision makers in organizations and policy. After all, individuals' 
chronological age may not be altered. Despite these shortcomings, both 
practitioners and researchers often use chronological age as an easy to 
measure proxy for the physical, cognitive, social, and emotional changes 
associated with human development (Pitt-Catsouphes, Matz-Costa, & Besen, 
2009). 
ACTIVITIES OF FORMAL LEARNING AND INFORMAL LEARNING FROM 
OTHERS 
Both formal and informal learning may help to develop the 
necessary competences to stay employable. Formal learning means all the 
learning inside a structure deliberately created for that purpose (CEDEFOP, 
2008), for instance in seminars and workshops. It received the majority of 
attention by human resource development (HRD) researchers and 
practitioners in the past, but is increasingly challenged for its often 
insufficient transfer to the workplace (Blume, Ford, Baldwin, & Huang, 2010; 
Ford & Weissbein, 1997). Nevertheless, it is an important measure for HRD, 
since it is arguably easier to plan and observe than informal learning. 
Informal learning is less pre-structured, more in control of the 
learner, embedded in daily working activities, and may happen 
unconsciously (cf. Livingstone, 2001; Marsick & Watkins, 2001). Eraut (2007) 
identifies encounters and relationships at work as well as opportunities for 
receiving feedback and support as important factors for learning at work. 
36 | CONCEPTUAL MODEL 
 
Additionally, he mentions participation in group activities, work alongside 
others, and consultations among the activities most conducive for learning. 
This indicates a high importance of the social component of workplace 
learning. Therefore, we focus on informal learning from others for the 
remainder of this chapter. Eraut (2007) and Van der Heijden, Boon, et al. 
(2009) suggest that informal learning is needed to optimize overall learning 
efficiency; Cross (2007) finds informal learning as being superior in terms of 
efficiency and effectiveness. 
Any given learning situation is always a mixture of formal and 
informal learning, but to varying degrees (Eraut, 2004). Consequently, we 
take both types of learning into account simultaneously, but separately. This 
extends the study of De Vos et al. (2011), which found positive effects of 
participation in competency development initiatives on self-perceived 
employability. There, both formal and informal learning activities were 
included, but were not separated from each other in the analyses. In 
general, both formal and informal learning activities may enhance 
individuals' competences and thereby contribute to their employability 
(Forrier & Sels, 2003). 
Formal learning, age, and employability 
With respect to the relation between age and formal learning, most 
studies indicate that older people are less interested in attending formal 
trainings (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Livingstone, 1999; Warr & Birdi, 1998; 
Warr, 2001) and also are offered fewer opportunities to do so (Beck, 2012; 
Grima, 2011; Urwin, 2006; Van Vianen, Dalhoeven, & De Pater, 2011). On the 
one hand, this negative relationship between age and formal learning 
activity may be explained by mental changes associated with the process of 
aging. For instance, research has found that cognitive processing slows 
down (Salthouse, 1996) and that the working memory declines (Reuter-
Lorenz et al., 2000; Salthouse & Babcock, 1991). This deterioration of 
abilities may discourage participation in formal trainings (Zwick, 2011). On 
the other hand, we need to consider negative stereotypes against older 
workers (Maurer, Wrenn, & Weiss, 2003; Wrenn & Maurer, 2004). Employees' 
chronological age does play a large role in how they are perceived by others. 
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Eventually, this also shapes their own attitudes towards learning, and they 
become less motivated to participate in trainings (Lawrence, 1988). 
Empirical research finds that formal learning contributes to one's 
employability. For instance, Groot and Van den Brink (2000) find positive 
effects of education and training on employability among Dutch employees. 
Sanders and De Grip (2004) study low-skilled workers and confirm a positive 
effect of formal training on intra-firm employability, but they do not find any 
effect of training on external employability. Van der Heijden et al. (2009) 
note positive relationships between formal learning and three sub-
dimensions of employability: occupational expertise, anticipation and 
optimization, and corporate sense. Froehlich, Beausaert, Segers, and Gerken 
(2014) report that the number of hours spent in formal learning activities 
positively affects anticipation and optimization. These consistent findings 
suggest formal learning to positively affect employability. 
Previous research found positive relationships between formal 
learning and employability and negative relationships between 
chronological age and formal learning. Therefore, we propose that formal 
learning enhances employability. At the same time, we propose that 
chronological age affects employability indirectly via formal learning.  
Proposition 1: Formal learning positively affects employability and partially 
mediates the negative relationship between chronological age and 
employability. 
Informal learning from others, age, and employability 
Findings of studies researching a link between chronological age and 
informal learning from others are inconclusive. Specifically, while Tikkanen 
(2002) and Gupta et al. (1999) find a decreased use of informal learning and 
feedback-seeking among older workers and Van der Heijden et al. (2009) 
note decreasing networking activity with increasing age, Livingstone (1999) 
finds “that [older people] spend nearly as much time on informal learning as 
middle-aged adults” (p. 13). Schulz and Stamov-Roßnagel (2010), too, find no 
significant difference between different ages in their sample of 470 
employees of a German mail-order firm and argue that “[i]nformal learning 
might offer more opportunities to compensate for cognitive ageing effects 
so that negative age differences might disappear” (p. 395). Indeed, Berg and 
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Chyung (2008) find a positive correlation between age and engagement in 
informal learning when surveying 125 professionals in the field of workplace 
learning and performance improvement. Kyndt, Dochy, and Nijs (2009) find 
that younger employees (20 - 29 years) receive the fewest opportunities for 
feedback and knowledge acquisition (e.g., from work groups, project teams, 
guest speakers). Conversely, middle aged employees (30 - 39 years) get the 
most opportunities for feedback and knowledge acquisition. Interestingly, 
when it comes to acquiring information, the oldest employees score higher 
and the middle aged employees score the lowest. 
It appears that in pursuing informal learning from others in terms of 
information- and feedback-seeking, individuals are more in control of their 
own learning effort (Marsick & Watkins, 2001) and less dependent on their 
employers' resources or others' stereotypes. Thereby, they are also more 
independent of the negative age effects mentioned above. Moreover, 
informal learning is often not even perceived as learning by the learners 
themselves (Eraut, 2004, p. 249) and thus negative self-perceptions of one's 
intellectual capabilities might be circumvented. 
This is important, because informal learning from others may 
enhance employability. For instance, by receiving feedback, employees 
become aware of their development needs. Similarly, seeking for 
information reduces uncertainty. New employees may focus especially on 
information that helps them to fit in the new organization (Morrison, 1993, 
2002). Later, they may seek information needed to perform better and to 
develop their career. Employability is a broad concept that includes both of 
these goals. Being integrated in the organization and being knowledgeable 
about the domain of work are two of the dimensions of employability. 
The relationship between informal learning from others and 
employability has hardly been studied empirically. Most notably, Van der 
Heijden et al. (2009) have researched this relationship among non-academic 
university employees. They found networking within and outside the own 
organization (Bozionelos, 2003) to positively affect all five dimensions of 
employability. Moreover, interaction with one's supervisor had positive 
effects on balance and corporate sense. Van der Rijt et al. (2012) find 
feedback-seeking to affect perceived career development positively among 
employees in the financial sector in an early career stage. Froehlich et al. 
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(2014) report several forms of informal learning from others, such as 
feedback-seeking and help-seeking, to positively affect occupational 
expertise, anticipation and optimization, and personal flexibility. Aligned 
with our general assumption that actual learning behavior is needed to 
develop the competences to maintain employability, we propose a positive 
effect of informal learning from others on employability. 
Proposition 2: Informal learning from others positively affects employability. 
MOTIVATIONAL ANTECEDENTS OF LEARNING ACTIVITIES: 
SOCIOEMOTIONAL SELECTIVITY AND GOAL ORIENTATION 
We strive to understand the development of competences needed 
for employability through three lenses: age, motivation, and learning 
activity. Two theories appear especially suitable and offer insights 
concerning the antecedents of learning activities: socioemotional selectivity 
theory – and the associated concept of future time perspective – and goal 
orientation theory. 
Socioemotional selectivity theory and future time perspective 
Socioemotional selectivity theory posits that individuals select and 
pursue their goals in alignment with their (working) life's time horizon 
(Carstensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999). Specifically, when people have a 
limited future time perspective they seek emotional well-being and short-
term benefits. Conversely, when they view time as open-ended, goals to 
acquire knowledge, experience novelty, etc. become more important 
(Carstensen, 2006; Seijts, 1998). This unidimensionality of the construct was 
later questioned by Cate and John (2007), who found that a two factor 
solution fits the data better. Accordingly, they suggest investigating two 
separate constructs: focus on opportunities and focus on limitations. 
Socioemotional selectivity theory predicts that older people perceive 
their remaining time and opportunities as more limited, as they are closer to 
life-expectancy. Empirical studies report that older people see more 
limitations and less opportunities for their future life (Cate & John, 2007; De 
Lange, Bal, Van der Heijden, De Jong, & Schaufeli, 2011; Lang & Carstensen, 
2002; Zacher & Frese, 2011). We maintain that similar effects will be 
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observable the closer employees get to retirement age and the end of their 
working life. 
Socioemotional selectivity theory suggests that people who perceive 
many opportunities for themselves in the future are more motivated to 
learn. While there is little empirical evidence for work-related formal and 
informal learning, we know from educational psychology literature that an 
extensive future time perspective is associated with, for instance, an 
increased likelihood of actually completing tasks (Bembenutty & Karabenick, 
2004), increased persistence to study (Horstmanshof & Zimitat, 2007), and 
better academic performance (De Volder & Lens, 1982). In a similar vein, 
Janeiro and Marques (2010) find future time orientation to be positively 
related to career attitudes among Portuguese pupils (Creager, 2011). In a 
more general sense, Lang and Carstensen (2002) report effects of future 
time perspective on the composition of one’s social network. Specifically, 
while individuals perceiving the future as limited prefer emotional goals and 
thus relatives and formal partners, individuals who have an expansive 
perception of the future prefer to interact with acquaintances and 
knowledgeable or controversial partners to fulfill their desire for growth. 
This is attributable to the different goals associated with different 
perceptions of future time and might indicate an influence of future time 
perspective on the undertaking of learning activities. In combination with 
the strong correlations found between chronological age and future time 
perspective, this suggests that chronological age affects the undertaking of 
learning activities indirectly via future time perspective. The relationship 
between focus on opportunities and limitations and learning activity has not 
been researched in detail yet. We therefore assume similar effects for 
formal learning activities and informal learning from others. 
Proposition 3: A focus on opportunities positively affects the undertaking of 
activities of formal learning and informal learning from others and 
partially mediates the negative relationships between chronological age 
and activities of formal learning and informal learning from others. The 
opposite is true for a focus on limitations. 
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Life span development theory and the changes in goal orientation 
Goal orientation research investigates how people interpret and 
handle achievement situations (Brett & VandeWalle, 1999). There, two 
factors are important: the definition and valence of competence. One's 
competence is either defined against an absolute standard, own past 
performance, or others' performance. The former two share many 
similarities and both contribute to a mastery orientation, while the latter 
contributes to a performance orientation. Individuals with a dominant 
mastery goal orientation view ability as an attribute that can be expanded 
with effort. Conversely, performance oriented people see ability as a fixed 
attribute, effort as a lack of ability, and feedback as judgmental (Elliott & 
Dweck, 1988). The valence ascribed to competence determines whether 
success is approached or failure avoided. For instance, an employee may 
attempt to perform better than her colleagues (approach orientation) or 
attempt to circumvent mistakes (avoid orientation). Depending on the 
definition and valence of competence, four goal orientations can be 
distinguished (Janssen & Prins, 2007). People may aim to develop 
competences and skills (mastery approach orientation), avoid deterioration 
and loss of competences and skills (mastery avoid orientation), demonstrate 
competences to get favorable judgments (performance approach orientation), 
or avoid demonstration of lack of competences to eschew negative 
judgments (performance avoid orientation). 
Goal orientation has been conceptualized as a rather stable concept 
(Steele-Johnson, Beauregard, Hoover, & Schmidt, 2000). However, life span 
developmental theory maintains that people experience more losses and 
less gains as they age (Baltes, 1987). For instance, this includes the 
deterioration of cognitive and physical functioning (Bassey, 1998; Schaie, 
1984). As a consequence, individuals adjust their goals. If enhancement is 
not possible (approach orientation), they may try to at least maintain the 
status quo (avoid orientation) (Baltes & Baltes, 1990). This makes 
maintenance goals – and an avoid orientation – more likely. 
Empirical research confirms that older people increasingly focus on 
maintenance goals (Ebner, Freund, & Baltes, 2006; Ogilvie, Rose, & Heppen, 
2010; Zwick, 2011). Put differently, the valence ascribed to competence may 
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change from an approach orientation to an avoid orientation during the 
process of aging (De Lange, Van Yperen, Van der Heijden, & Bal, 2010). 
Previous research pointed out the importance of goal orientation for 
employees' learning and development. Several studies find mastery 
approach orientation to be beneficial to one's engagement in formal and 
informal learning (Fisher & Ford, 1998; Janssen & Prins, 2007; Payne, 
Youngcourt, & Beaubien, 2007). For mastery and performance avoid 
orientations, findings show mostly negative effects on learning (Karabenick, 
2004; Payne et al., 2007; Van Yperen, Elliot, & Anseel, 2009; VandeWalle & 
Cummings, 1997). Both positive and negative effects have been found for a 
performance approach orientation. Studies conducted among students find 
negative effects of a performance approach orientation on information-, 
feedback-, and help-seeking (Janssen & Prins, 2007; Karabenick, 2004; 
VandeWalle & Cummings, 1997). Conversely, Van der Rijt et al. (2012) report 
positive effects of a performance approach orientation on feedback-seeking 
among financial experts, which we consider a more adequate sample also 
for our model. In sum, previous evidence suggests links of goal orientation 
with both chronological age and formal and informal learning from others. 
We propose that chronological age affects the undertaking of activities of 
formal learning and informal learning from others indirectly via both 
approach and avoid goal orientations (cf. Propositions 1 and 2). 
Proposition 4: Approach goal orientations increase the undertaking of activities 
of formal learning and informal learning from others. The opposite is the 
case for avoid goal orientations. Both partially mediate the positive 
relationships between chronological age and activities of formal learning 
and informal learning from others. 
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
In this conceptual chapter we proposed a model of how 
chronological age, motivational antecedents, and learning activities may 
influence employability. We developed the model based on theories and 
empirical evidence in the fields of human resource development, 
psychology, and educational sciences. Given the demographic shift in most 
societies of the world and the fast rate of change and innovation, a model of 
employability that considers employees' age is highly warranted. Former 
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models on employability and workplace learning mostly ignored the factor 
of age, or at least did not provide hypotheses on how chronological age may 
have effects. We offer explanations of how chronological age, despite its 
poor characteristics as a predictor, might still affect employability indirectly. 
Specifically, we proposed that motivation – in terms of future time 
perspective and goal orientation – and activities of formal learning and 
informal learning from others need to be considered. Since an individual's 
chronological age cannot be changed, it is important to recognize these 
mediating variables, which may be targeted more easily by HRD or age 
management initiatives. Thus, the model may not only guide future research 
in this field, but also provide a framework to advise human resource 
managers about how to sustain older employees' employability. 
Similar to our model, Van der Heijde et al. (2009) conceptualized how 
employee characteristics, such as chronological age, and organizational 
factors affect formal and informal job-related learning and, in turn, 
employability. However, this model does not attempt to explain how 
chronological age actually affects the undertaking of activities of formal 
learning and informal learning from others. Relying on socioemotional 
selectivity and goal orientation theory, we offer an explanation for this 
relationship. This line of reasoning may also inform future empirical studies 
concerned with chronological age. Researchers need to be aware of the 
complexity of age and be cautious when measuring it. It might be a fruitful 
approach to consider future time perspective as an alternative measure 
next to chronological age. 
The conceptual model presented in this chapter may serve as a 
framework for further research at the intersection of employability, learning, 
and age management. It brings to attention the importance of studying 
these concepts in an integrated way, rather than in isolation, as was mostly 
done in previous research. While the propositions were mainly formulated 
based on previous empirical evidence, especially the proposed mediating 
effects have not been empirically tested before and warrant closer empirical 
examination and validation. 
We developed a model of employability based on three perspectives: 
age, motivation, and learning activity. This constrained view is necessary to 
limit the complexity of the model and to focus on what research shows may 
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be the most important influences. At the same time, this may preclude the 
discussion of other concepts, and may be regarded as a limitation of the 
current model. First, our conceptualization of informal learning was quite 
narrow and focused on learning from others only. Future research may 
extend the model to include also other forms of learning, for example the 
learning value of the job itself (Van der Heijden & Bakker, 2011; Van der 
Heijden, Boon, et al., 2009). At the same time, further research is needed to 
formulate more specific hypotheses for each dimension of employability. 
We do not sufficiently understand which kind of learning activity or learning 
content enhances which dimension of employability. Second, as we 
conceptualized our model on the level of an individual employee, we 
focused on personal attributes that influence older employees' 
employability. Nevertheless, contextual variables on the task, job, and 
organizational level may influence the relationships proposed in the model. 
Future research therefore needs to test the model in different settings and 
consider contextual factors such as task complexity and variety (Hackman & 
Oldham, 1975), rate of change (McCauley, Ruderman, Ohlott, & Morrow, 
1994), stereotypes in the workplace (John, 2013; Kim & Mo, 2014), and 
learning culture (Marsick & Watkins, 2003; Marsick, 2013). Third, we 
assumed employability as the raison d'être of work-related learning. 
However, especially with an increasing chronological age, people may have 
different goals in mind when learning, as proposed by socioemotional 
selectivity theory (e.g., one employee may pursue emotional or social goals 
and therefore strives to connect to other employees, while another 
employee is more concerned with her financial situation and therefore puts 
an emphasis on developing the necessary competences to remain 
employable). Fourth, the domain of this model is clearly set in a workplace 
setting. However, the actions set outside of one's work may influence 
employability as well (Gorard, Fevre, & Rees, 1999). The system of 
Recognition of Acquired Competences, which is established in many 
countries, supports this thought. This system acknowledges that 
competences might stem from experiences outside the training or 
classroom or even the workplace. For instance, they may have been 
acquired during volunteer work, in the sports club, or through a private 
course (Joosten-Ten Brinke, Sluijsmans, Brand-Gruwel, & Jochems, 2008). 
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The proposed model may inform HRD practice when designing 
interventions to enhance work-related learning of the older workforce, as it 
explicates the learning process and major antecedents of it. For example, 
the proposed effects of future time perspective and goal orientation may 
suggest to clarify the instrumentality of learning activities for future success 
(Simons, Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Lacante, 2004), to facilitate long-term 
planning (Gellert, Ziegelmann, Lippke, & Schwarzer, 2012), or to implement 
personal development plans that span over several years (Beausaert, 
Segers, Van der Rijt, & Gijselaers, 2011). Managers are advised to take into 
account the agenda of age management and human resource development 
in a more integrated fashion. Furthermore, the use of chronological age as a 
basis for management decision needs to be carefully assessed and revised. 
Instead, individual differences both in motivation and behavior need to be 
considered. While the generation of these data is certainly more expensive 
than relying on chronological age as a measure, this allows more 
considerate decision making. 
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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this chapter is to examine the effects of 
chronological age, formal learning, and informal learning from others on 
employability. Furthermore, indirect effects of age on employability via 
learning activities are tested. We conducted quantitative, cross-sectional 
survey research in three Dutch and Austrian organizations (n = 780) to study 
these relationships. Using structural equation modeling, we find that both 
formal learning and informal learning from others increase employees’ 
employability. However, each type of learning contributes to different 
components of employability. Additionally, we find indirect effects of 
chronological age on employability via formal learning, but not via informal 
learning from others. This study contributes further evidence for the 
relationships of age and formal and informal learning on employability. 
Furthermore, it extends previous literature by examining different effects on 
different facets of employability, criticizing the prevalent use of 
chronological age, and investigating potential mediation effects. 
  
CHAPTER 3 | 61 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The populations of many countries are aging (OECD, 2012) and 
people are required to stay longer in the workforce: to sustain national 
welfare systems, to help organizations thrive, and to pay their own bills. 
Consequently, governmental retirement policies (Billett, 2011) and 
organizational employment and retention policies (Colley, 2013) are being 
revised to encourage longer working lives and to combat the brain drain 
caused by the large number of senior workers retiring in the upcoming 
decade. This also puts strain on the individual employees, who are required 
to maintain their knowledge and flexibility in the context of new innovations. 
In this respect, scholars stressed the importance of employees' 
employability, i.e. the ability to identify and realize job and career 
opportunities (Fugate, Kinicki, & Ashforth, 2004) due to a broad package of 
competencies, including occupational expertise, anticipation and 
optimization of the work environment, and personal flexibility (Van der 
Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). 
Research and public discourse about the effects of age on 
employability often elide the complexity of the relationship. There, 
chronological age takes a prominent role despite its poor predictive power 
with rising age due to the increased heterogeneity among individuals with 
higher age (Carstensen, 2006). Similarly, effects of chronological age are 
rarely specified in detail and potential mediators are mostly excluded from 
discussion. This is problematic, since age and aging are related to several 
spheres: physical and mental characteristics, social attributions, political 
agenda, etc. 
While learning activities are needed to improve one's competencies 
and in turn employability (Van der Heijden, Boon, Van der Klink, & Meijs, 
2009), research on the relationship between learning and the maintenance 
and development of employees' employability is scarce (De Vos, De Hauw, & 
Van der Heijden, 2011). Also, while the demographic shift increased interest 
in the role of chronological age in relationship to learning and employability, 
previous studies produced inconclusive results (see below). We investigate 
the effects of chronological age and activities of formal learning and 
informal learning from others on employability. Specifically, we conducted a 
quantitative survey study among 780 employees of two Austrian 
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organizations and one Dutch institution to research the effects of 
chronological age and activities of formal learning and informal learning 
from others on employability. 
EMPLOYABILITY 
The concept of employability evolved over the last century and was 
dynamically adapted to the situation on the labor market. For instance, 
Gazier (1998, 2001, cited by McQuaid & Lindsay, 2005) identified three waves 
of employability research. First, early in the 20th century, an absolute 
distinction between employable and unemployable based on whether one 
was able and willing to work was introduced. Second, in the 1950s and 1960s 
the perspective gradually shifted from focusing on the supply (i.e., ability 
and willingness to work) to also take into account the demand on the labor 
market. Third, the concept of employability was refined in the 1980s and 
1990s to eventually focus on three areas: the outcomes on the labor market, 
the individual's responsibility to develop and maintain transferable skills due 
to the increased prevalence of cross-organizational careers (D. T. Hall, 2004), 
and the relativity of employability in terms of both supply and demand on 
the labor market (Brown, Hesketh, & Wiliams, 2003). 
As business becomes more and more fast paced and the rate of 
innovation accelerates, job descriptions are constantly subject to change. 
This makes it increasingly inappropriate to define employability in terms of 
specific labor market demands. Instead, Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden 
(2006) suggest a conceptualization of employability that is based on a range 
of broad competencies. Hence we define individuals' employability as "the 
continuous fulfilling, acquiring or creating of work through the optimal use 
of competences" (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006, p. 453). In other 
words, the possession of certain competencies should allow employees to 
get, keep, or create work for themselves. 
To become or stay employable, a package of competencies (Wright & 
Snell, 1998), that includes social and adaptive competencies (Fugate et al., 
2004; Rodriguez, Patel, Bright, Gregory, & Gowing, 2002) on top of technical 
domain knowledge, needs to be considered. Technical and adaptive 
competencies are especially prevalent in public discourse and academic 
research (Ashford & Taylor, 1990; De Cuyper, Bernhard-Oettel, Berntson, De 
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Witte, & Alarco, 2008; De Vos et al., 2011) and often targeted by stereotypes 
against older employees (Brownell & Powell, 2013). Therefore, we focus on 
occupational expertise (technical knowledge), anticipation and optimization 
(proactive, self-initiated screening and preparation for potential changes in 
job and career requirements and conditions), and personal flexibility (reactive 
adaptation and resilience to change) (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 
2006). In other words, we see employees as employable if they not only 
have vast technical knowledge about their working domain, but also are 
attentive to contextual changes and resilient towards change imposed on 
them. 
We are especially interested in how the employees themselves rate 
their employability (Fugate et al., 2004). This is in line with previous studies, 
which suggest that perceived employability is more important than potential 
employers' (equally subjective) rating, since employees act based on their 
own perceptions (Van Emmerik, Schreurs, De Cuyper, Jawahar, & Peeters, 
2012). Similarly, Kinnunen et al. (2011) argue that the importance of self-
appraised employability can be inferred from Lazarus and Folkman's (1984) 
transactional stress theory: employees who perceive themselves as highly 
employable feel less threatened by the environment, experience less strain 
(Berntson & Marklund, 2007), and perform better (Kinnunen et al., 2011). 
ACTIVITIES OF FORMAL LEARNING AND INFORMAL LEARNING FROM 
OTHERS 
Van der Heijden et al. (2009) argue that learning is essential for 
enhancing one's employability. Likewise, Crouse, Doyle, and Young (2011) 
find several positive outcomes of learning, such as confidence, openness for 
change, and competence, when interviewing HR professionals. De Vos et al. 
(2011), too, find that employee participation in competency development 
initiatives positively affects their self-perceived employability in their study 
among 561 employees of a large financial institution in Belgium. 
While learning may happen formally, i.e. inside a structure 
deliberately created for that purpose, it is especially informal learning that 
has recently received a lot of attention. Informal learning is less structured, 
more in control of the learner, often a by-product of some other activity, and 
happening unconsciously (Livingstone, 2001; Marsick & Watkins, 2001; 
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Mulder, 2013). Several studies suggest that informal learning is a more 
efficient form of learning than traditional formal learning offered through 
trainings and seminars (Berings, Poell, & Simons, 2008; Billett, 2002; Eraut, 
2007; Gorard, Fevre, & Rees, 1999; Van der Heijden et al., 2009). As these 
two forms are opposing ends on a continuum (Eraut, 2004), we take both 
into account simultaneously. 
Formal learning includes all designed learning that happens in a 
structured context and that may lead to formal recognitions, such as 
diplomas or certificates (Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004). In-company 
trainings, seminars, and workshops are examples of such formal learning 
activities. Empirical research finds that undertaking formal learning activities 
contributes to one's employability. For instance, Groot and Van den Brink 
(2000) have studied the effects of education and training on employability 
among Dutch employees and find positive effects. Sanders and De Grip's 
(2004) study among low-skilled workers confirms a positive effect of formal 
training on intra-firm employability, but does not find any effect of training 
on external employability. Van der Heijden and colleagues (2009) report 
positive relationships between formal learning and occupational expertise 
and anticipation and optimization. These consistent findings suggest formal 
learning to positively affect employability. 
Hypothesis 1: Formal learning positively affects employability in terms of 
occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, and personal 
flexibility. 
Eraut (2004) distinguishes implicit, reactive, and deliberative informal 
learning. Implicit learning is unconscious and not recognized by the learners 
themselves. Eraut (2004) argues that learning from experience mostly has 
such an implicit component – for example during the process for 
(workplace) socialization. Reactive learning is more conscious. This learning 
is intended and has a component of reflection. However, it happens in midst 
of some other activity and therefore receives only partial attention. 
Deliberate learning happens in work situations where time is specifically 
allotted for learning (Tynjälä, 2012). Eraut (Eraut, 2007) identifies encounters 
and relationships at work and opportunities for receiving feedback and 
support as important factors for learning at work. Additionally, he mentions 
participation in group activities, work alongside others, and consultations 
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among the activities most conducive for learning. Similarly, Bamberger 
(2009) states that information-, feedback-, and help-seeking are important 
components of work-related informal learning from others. Since this 
indicates a high importance of the social component of workplace learning, 
we emphasize learning from others in this chapter. 
Studies researching the link between informal learning and 
employability (and related concepts, such as career success (Cheramie, 
2013)) often find a positive relationship. Van der Heijden et al. (2009) 
researched this relationship among non-academic university employees. 
They find informal networking within and outside their own organization 
(Bozionelos, 2003) to positively affect employees' employability. Feedback-
seeking, i.e. the search for information targeted at evaluating and reflecting 
upon work processes and the self (Anseel, Lievens, & Levy, 2007), has been 
related to positive outcomes such as goal attainment (Ammons, 1956) and 
performance (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). Van der Rijt et al. (2012) report 
feedback-seeking to affect perceived career development positively among 
employees in the financial sector in an early career stage. They note that it is 
especially the quality of feedback sought that positively impacts perceived 
career development – not so the mere frequency of feedback. These 
findings suggest a positive effect of informal learning from others on 
employability. 
Hypothesis 2: Informal learning from others, i.e. information-seeking, feedback-
seeking from the supervisor and from colleagues, and help-seeking, 
positively affects employability in terms of occupational expertise, 
anticipation and optimization, and personal flexibility. 
CHRONOLOGICAL AGE, LEARNING, AND EMPLOYABILITY 
Age is a very broad concept that may be viewed from different 
perspectives (Schalk et al., 2010). For instance, functional age, which is based 
on the ability of a person to perform certain tasks on a daily basis (Sharkey, 
1987), psychological age, which refers to how old a person feels subjectively 
(Stephan, Demulier, & Terracciano, 2012), organizational age, which is based 
on the tenure in the same organization, life-span age, which considers 
biological and societal factors in an integrative way and focuses on the roles 
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people take during their lives (R. Schulz & Heckhausen, 1996), or 
chronological age, which is a measure of time passed since birth. 
Both in research and practice, chronological age is used most 
prominently. This is also true in research about employability, where 
chronological age is often included in the analyses – at least as a covariate. 
Many studies find negative relationships between age and employability 
(Raemdonck, Tillema, Grip, Valcke, & Segers, 2012; Rothwell & Arnold, 2007; 
Van der Heijden, 2002; Wittekind, Raeder, & Grote, 2010) and related 
concepts, such as workability (Nielsen, 1999), career opportunities, and 
proactivity towards development (Van Veldhoven & Dorenbosch, 2008). 
Contrarily, other studies present insignificant effects of age on occupational 
expertise, anticipation and optimization, and personal flexibility (Van der 
Heijden et al., 2009) or positive effects of age on self-perceived employability 
(Patrickson & Ranzijn, 2003). 
These inconsistent findings may hint at conceptual weaknesses of 
chronological age as a measure, which are often ignored. It hardly is 
chronological age per se that causes differences in employees' 
employability. Rather, these effects are often mediated by, for instance, 
effects attributable to a certain generation or period of time (B. H. Hall, 
Mairesse, & Turner, 2007; Meriac, Woehr, Gorman, & Thomas, 2013), 
stereotypes about age (Ahmed, Andersson, & Hammarstedt, 2012), 
accumulated work experience. or, as we will argue, the involvement with 
activities of formal learning and informal learning from others. 
Chronological age per se is a weak predictor, given that people make 
different formative experiences throughout their lives and therefore 
become more heterogeneous the older they get (Carstensen, 2006; 
Staudinger & Bowen, 2011). Consequently, the predictive value of age 
diminishes. Despite these shortcomings, both practitioners and researchers 
often use chronological age as an easy to measure proxy for the physical, 
cognitive, social, and emotional changes associated with human 
development (Pitt-Catsouphes, Matz-Costa, & Besen, 2009) without making 
clear hypotheses how this effect can be explained. 
With respect to the relation between age and formal learning, most 
studies indicate that older people are less interested in attending formal 
trainings (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Livingstone, 1999; Warr & Birdi, 1998; 
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Warr, 2001) and also are offered fewer opportunities to do so (Grima, 2011; 
Urwin, 2006; Van Vianen, Dalhoeven, & De Pater, 2011). This negative 
relationship may be explained by negative stereotypes against older 
workers (Kunze, Boehm, & Bruch, 2013; Maurer, Wrenn, & Weiss, 2003; 
Wrenn & Maurer, 2004) and by financial considerations, as the potential pay-
off period for any investments in employees is shorter the closer the 
employee is to retirement age.  
Findings of studies researching a link between chronological age and 
informal learning from others are inconclusive. Specifically, while Tikkanen 
(2002) and Gupta et al. (1999) find a decreased use of informal learning and 
feedback-seeking among older workers, respectively, and Van der Heijden et 
al. (2009) note decreasing networking activity with increasing age, 
Livingstone (1999) finds “that [older people] spend nearly as much time on 
informal learning as middle-aged adults” (p. 13). Schulz and Stamov-
Roßnagel (2010), too, find no significant difference between different ages in 
their sample of 470 employees of a German mail-order firm and argue that 
“[i]nformal learning might offer more opportunities to compensate for 
cognitive ageing effects so that negative age differences might disappear” (p. 
395). Indeed, Berg and Chyung (2008) find a positive correlation between 
age and engagement in informal learning when surveying 125 workplace 
learning and performance improvement professionals. Kyndt, Dochy, and 
Nijs (2009) find that younger employees (20 - 29 years) receive the fewest 
opportunities for feedback and knowledge acquisition (e.g., from work 
groups, project teams, guest speakers). Conversely, middle aged employees 
(30 - 39 years) get the most opportunities for feedback and knowledge 
acquisition. Interestingly, when it comes to acquiring information, the oldest 
employees score higher and the middle aged employees score the lowest. 
It appears that there is a decisive difference between formal learning 
and informal learning from others when it comes to their role in the 
relationship between chronological age and employability. When seeking 
information, feedback and help from others, individuals are more in control 
of their own learning effort (Marsick & Watkins, 2001) and less dependent 
on their employers' resources or others' stereotypes. Thereby employees 
are also more independent of the negative age effects mentioned above. 
Furthermore, it is important to note that after continuous confrontation with 
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ageism, also the older employees themselves may accept these stereotypes 
as true (Kunze et al., 2013). While this may lead to a lower performance in 
formal training situations, this might not be the case for informal learning 
from others, as they are often not even perceived as learning by the 
learners themselves (Eraut, 2004, p. 249). Thus the negative self-perceptions 
of one's intellectual capabilities might be circumvented. 
We aim to contribute further evidence for the relationship between 
chronological age and employability. In extension of the literature, we 
hypothesize that formal learning is a mediator that conveys negative 
indirect effects of chronological age on employability. Since employees are 
less dependent on employers' resources when learning informally, we do 
not propose such an indirect effect via informal learning from others. 
Hypothesis 3: Chronological age negatively affects occupational expertise, 
anticipation and optimization, and personal flexibility indirectly via 
formal learning but not via informal learning from others. 
In sum, the conceptual model includes chronological age, activities 
of formal learning and informal learning from others, and employability 
(Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1: Research model of this chapter. 
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METHODS 
Procedure and participants 
We conducted studies in three organizations: a Dutch educational 
institution, an Austrian federal chamber, and an Austrian IT company. In 
collaboration with the respective Human Resource Departments, we 
adapted the questionnaires to the specific settings of the organizations. 
4,153 employees were asked to participate in the online survey in 
September to December 2012. 814 (20%) questionnaires were returned, of 
which 780 (19%) were complete and used for further analyses: 613 of the 
Dutch educational institution, 90 of the Austrian chamber, and 77 of the 
Austrian IT company. The response rates of the latter two organizations 
(75% and 50%, respectively) exceed or match the average response rates 
found in comparable web based surveys (Baruch & Holtom, 2008; Cook, 
Heath, & Thompson, 2000) while the response rate of the Dutch educational 
institution (16%) is lower. However, a wave analysis (i.e., a comparison of 
early and late respondents (Rogelberg & Stanton, 2007)) found no statistical 
differences for the employability scales. This result gives us confidence that 
the results are not skewed by non-response bias, especially when 
considering the generally lower response rates for web surveys and surveys 
in the education sector (Baruch & Holtom, 2008). 
The respondents were 18 to 69 years old (M = 40.66, SD = 11.19) and 
were on average 3.92 (SD = 4.65) years on their current job. 643 (82%) have 
attained a higher education degree, 462 (59%) were female. 
Instruments 
We gauged the three dimensions of employability – occupational 
expertise, anticipation and optimization, and personal flexibility – using Van 
der Heijde and Van der Heijden's (2006) items. Respondents answered on a 
5-point Likert-scale (1 = almost never, 5 = very often); these self-reports are in 
line with our conceptualization of self-appraised employability. While we 
confirmed the original factor structure on an item level (RMSEA = 0.06, χ²/df 
= 3.47, CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.88) and achieved satisfactory Cronbach's alphas (α 
= 0.77 to 0.92, see Table 1) and Guttman's lambdas (λ2 = 0.78 to 0.92), we 
randomly assigned each item to one of three parcels per dimension to 
achieve a better relation between the number of parameters and the given 
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sample size in the further analyses (Little, Cunningham, Shahar, & Widaman, 
2002). This model achieved an even better fit (RMSEA = 0.04, χ²/df = 2.30, CFI 
= 0.99, TLI = 0.98).  
Respondents were asked about the days spent in formal learning 
activities in the last year. To aid memory, they had to base their answer on 
various types of learning activities (e.g., hours spent on conferences or 
hours spent in seminars), of which the sum was calculated. 
Several kinds of informal learning from others were tested: 
information-seeking, feedback-seeking from the supervisor and from colleagues, 
and help-seeking. The respective subscales of Froehlich et al. (2014) informal 
learning from others questionnaire were used. Respondents answered on a 
5-point Likert-scale (1 = almost never, 5 = very often). The factor structure of 
the scales was confirmed (RMSEA = 0.05, χ²/df = 2.93, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97) 
and satisfactory reliability was achieved (α = 0.66 to 0.86; λ2 = 0.66 to 0.86). 
Furthermore, we included several personal and contextual variables, 
which have been previously found to affect employability. This includes 
chronological age, gender, highest level of education, and years of experience on 
the current job (Mancinelli, Mazzanti, Piva, & Ponti, 2010; Watson & Grant, 
2012; Wittekind et al., 2010). Since we noticed large differences of years of 
experience on the current job among the organizations, we assigned the 
cases to groups based on their experience relative to the rest of the sample. 
Specifically, we formed three groups (low experience, medium experience, 
high experience) based on the 33,33% and 66,66% percentile for each 
sample, and then grouped the cases with low experience, medium 
experience, and high experience together. 
Analyses 
First, we checked and confirmed the normality and homogeneity of 
variance assumptions for the dataset. Second, we explored the relations 
between the variables in bivariate correlation analyses. Third, we tested the 
hypotheses using structural equation modeling using Maximum Likelihood 
estimation in Mplus 7 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). The dataset does not 
contain any missing data. 
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RESULTS 
Table 2 shows strong intercorrelations among the dimensions of 
employability (r = 0.44, p < 0.01 to r = 0.53, p < 0.01) and positive 
correlations between them and measures of activities of formal learning and 
informal learning from others. This indicates that employees, who, for 
instance, believe to have wide occupational expertise, also perceive 
themselves to be flexible in adjusting to changes in their work or their 
environment. This could be caused by their information-, feedback-, and 
help-seeking behavior, which correlates positively with all dimensions of 
employability. 
The correlation analyses also show effects of chronological age on 
both employability and actual learning behavior. Chronological age 
correlates positively with occupational expertise (r = 0.21, p < 0.01) and 
personal flexibility (r = 0.09, p < 0.05), but negatively with anticipation and 
optimization (r = -0.11, p < 0.01). Furthermore, chronological age is 
negatively correlated to formal learning (r = -0.10, p < 0.01) and feedback-
seeking from the supervisor (r = -0.25, p < 0.01) and from colleagues (r = -
0.09, p < 0.01).  
We performed one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) and found 
significant differences for all dimensions of employability (occupational 
expertise F(2, 777) = 54.42, p < 0.01; anticipation and optimization F(2, 777) = 
26.65, p < 0.01; personal flexibility F(2, 777) = 11.53, p < 0.01). The following 
analyses and interpretations need to take into account these differences 
among the samples. 
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The structural equation modeling analyses show good model fit 
(Byrne, 2010; Hu & Bentler, 1999): χ²/df = 3.23, RMSEA = 0.05, TLI = 0.90 and 
CFI = 0.93 (see Tables 3 and 4 for the measurement and structural model, 
respectively, and Figure 2 for a visual overview over the model). In partial 
support of Hypothesis 1, we find a positive effect of formal learning on 
anticipation and optimization (β = 0.15, p < 0.01). Furthermore, we find a 
positive effect of feedback-seeking from colleagues on anticipation and 
optimization (β = 0.22, p < 0.01). Help-seeking affects all three dimensions of 
employability (occupational expertise: β = 0.13, p < 0.01; anticipation and 
optimization: β = 0.13, p < 0.05; personal flexibility: β = 0.21, p < 0.01) while 
information-seeking affects anticipation and optimization (β = 0.49, p < 
0.01), personal flexibility (β = 0.18, p < 0.01), and to a weaker extent also 
occupational expertise (β = 0.07, p < 0.10). This largely supports Hypothesis 
2. 
We find significant direct effects of chronological age on 
occupational expertise (β = 0.18, p < 0.01) and personal flexibility (β = 0.21, p 
< 0.01). Furthermore, results show one negative indirect effect of 
chronological age on anticipation and optimization via formal learning (β = -
0.01, p < 0.05). This partially supports Hypothesis 3. 
Outside our main model of investigation, we find that the 
organization, the level of education, and the relative job experience play a 
significant role for employability. Specifically, the employing organization 
explains differences in occupational expertise and anticipation and 
optimization. The level of education has a negative effect on all dimensions 
of employability: occupational expertise (β = -0.09, p < 0.05), anticipation and 
optimization (β = -0.14, p < 0.01), and personal flexibility (β = -0.10, p < 0.05). 
Relative job experience affects occupational expertise positively (β = 0.12, p 
< 0.01). These effects will be discussed in the next section. 
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Table 3: Measurement model. 
Latent Variable Item/Parcel β SE 
Colleagues Feedback 1 .88 .02 
 2 .87 .02 
 3 .66 .02 
Supervisor Feedback 1 .88 .01 
 2 .88 .01 
 3 .73 .02 
Help-seeking 1 .71 .05 
 2 .71 .05 
Information-seeking 1 .63 .03 
 2 .39 .04 
 3 .86 .03 
 4 .46 .03 
Occupational Expertise 1 .76 .02 
 2 .81 .02 
 3 .91 .02 
Anticipation & Optimization 1 .78 .02 
 2 .77 .02 
 3 .70 .02 
Personal Flexibility 1 .63 .03 
 2 .75 .03 
 3 .59 .03 
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Table 4: Structural model showing standardized path coefficients. 
 Occupational 
Expertise 
Anticipation & 
Optimization 
Personal 
Flexibility 
Organization 2 .29** .11* .02 
Organization 3 .19** .05 -.03 
Gender .05 .01 .00 
Job Experience .12** -.07 -.05 
Education Level -.09* -.14** -.10* 
Chronological Age .18** -.05 .21** 
Formal Learning .06 .15** .06 
Information-seeking .07 .49** .18** 
Supervisor Feedback -.01 -.09 .01 
Colleague Feedback .06 .22** .09 
Help-seeking .13** .13* .21** 
* p < .05; ** p < .01. 
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Figure 2: Overview over the model with standardized path coefficients 
(Insignificant relationships and covariates are hidden to improve 
readability.). 
DISCUSSION 
Fueled by the increasing presence of interorganizational careers, the 
demographic shift, and the high rate of innovation, employability – and its 
relationship to age – is high on the agenda of human resource managers. 
We argue that it not the employees' chronological age per se that makes the 
difference in employability. Instead, we propose that the actual undertaking 
of activities of formal learning and informal learning from others has 
substantial effects. Therefore, we set out to research the effects of activities 
of formal learning and informal learning from others and chronological age 
on occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, and personal 
flexibility. The results allow two broad conclusions. First, the undertaking of 
learning activities increases one's employability. While we found formal 
learning to affect especially anticipation and optimization positively, 
informal learning from others such as information- and help-seeking 
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contribute to all three dimensions: occupational expertise, anticipation and 
optimization, and personal flexibility. Feedback-seeking from colleagues 
only affects anticipation and optimization. In sum, it is important to note 
that while both formal learning and informal learning from others may be 
functional to improve overall employability, there still might be differences 
in terms of specific learning contents. For example, the finding that formal 
learning affects predominantly anticipation and optimization might indicate 
that formal learning activities are especially well suited to learn about new 
domains. Informal learning from others, for which also effects on 
occupational expertise and personal flexibility were found, may 
subsequently be efficient for further developing knowledge, skills, and 
abilities. 
Second, we found evidence for indirect effects of chronological age 
on employability via formal learning activities. This is in line with previous 
reports of negative effects of chronological age on the undertaking of formal 
learning activities (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Warr, 2001) and positive 
effects of formal learning activities on employability (Groot & Van den Brink, 
2000; Sanders & De Grip, 2004; Van der Heijden et al., 2009). One reason for 
the reduced participation in formal learning activities of older employees is 
the unwillingness of employers to send older people to trainings (Grima, 
2011; Van Vianen et al., 2011), often due to non-inclusive and discriminatory 
employer attitudes and policies (Billett & Van Woerkom, 2008). Informal 
learning from others, however, is less dependent on the employers' 
resources and we did not find information-, feedback-, and help-seeking to 
mediate the relationship between chronological age and employability. 
When considering the strength of effects on employability of informal 
learning from others relative to those of formal learning, this suggests that 
informal learning from others is important especially for older employees to 
maintain their employability. 
Next to the findings in our main model under investigation, we 
found relative experience on the current job to affect occupational expertise 
positively. This is in line with the notion that experience is a key component 
for developing expertise (Ericsson, 2006). 
We included three organizations that are located in different 
countries, sectors, and cultures. This allows us to make statements that are 
CHAPTER 3 | 79 
 
more generalizable than research conducted in one sample only. However, 
the analyses revealed that there are differences between the participating 
organizations and our level of analysis does not allow us to work out what 
factors exactly make the difference. For instance, it is probable that the 
competencies needed to accomplish the tasks in the Austrian chamber, 
which mainly concern the consolidation of diverging interests within the 
setting of a fast moving economy, are different to the competencies 
required to sell IT solutions and give consulting on them, as needed in the IT 
organization. Therefore, task characteristics, such as task complexity 
(Campbell, 1988), may play a role. However, since these organizations are 
embedded in different regulatory, cultural, and linguistic environments, the 
data collected are not sufficient to investigate the differences more deeply – 
further research is required to address this topic of contextual differences. 
We found negative effects of education on employability. This is 
unexpected, as employability is often mentioned as a goal of education 
efforts (Herr, 1987; Knight & Yorke, 2002), However, our specific sample is 
already very highly educated – 82% of the respondents had obtained a 
higher education degree. In this case, higher education may also mean a 
very high level of specialization, and consequently less flexibility on the labor 
market. Future research could explore a potentially curvilinear relationship 
between these concepts. 
The self-reported scores of learning activities and employability may 
raise concerns about common method variance (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). 
However, since self-appraised employability scores are well supported by 
theory and empirical evidence (Kinnunen et al., 2011; Van Emmerik et al., 
2012) and all instruments used showed high construct validity, we are 
confident that our approach is appropriate (Conway & Lance, 2010). 
Nevertheless, future research may use different methods and different 
sources. After all, previous research found employees to rate themselves 
higher than their employers (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006) and 
higher than their labor market success would suggest (Patrickson & Ranzijn, 
2003). 
Furthermore, unlike most preceding research, we focused on formal 
learning and informal learning from others simultaneously. However, 
learning is a broad concept and we necessarily had to focus on specific 
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forms of learning only. We focused on informal learning in a social context 
(i.e., information-, feedback-, and help-seeking) and ignored other facets, 
such as the learning value of the job itself, which has previously been found 
to play an important role (Van der Heijden & Bakker, 2011). While we are 
confident that our measurement of formal learning activities gives adequate 
information to assess our hypotheses, it is possible that other features than 
the mere quantity of formal learning activities have an effect. Future 
research could close this gap by studying the relationships between other 
forms and measures of formal and informal learning, age, and 
employability. In a similar vein, the inconclusive relationship between 
informal learning and employability still needs consideration and 
clarification in future research. 
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
The evidence found calls once more for closer examination of 
stereotypes against older employees and questions the predominant use of 
chronological age as decisive criterion in organizational and national 
policies. In the recent public debate about retirement age and other 
workplace-related discussions, chronological age plays a much more 
prominent role than the findings presented here suggest it should. Based on 
the findings, we recommend to step back from this one-sided practice and 
to look at other, more predictive factors, too. Furthermore, the results 
advocate increased education against age stereotypes – not only to generate 
a level playing field between different age groups, but also to increase the 
self-confidence of older employees. After all, increased employability is not 
only beneficial for the individual employee, but for the employing 
organization as well (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). 
Findings show that formal learning and especially informal learning 
from others improve one's employability – with all the associated benefits 
for the individual and the employing organization (Arocena, Núñez, & 
Villanueva, 2006). This suggests that learning should be supported and 
stimulated for employees – irrespective of their chronological age. For 
individuals it is especially important to be aware about the strong effects of 
informal learning from others on their employability. The effects on 
employability are not only stronger compared to those of formal learning, 
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but while the employer's consent may be needed to spend money and time 
to attend formal learning activities, the employees themselves are in greater 
control when it comes to informal learning from others. 
From an employers' perspective it is crucial to understand the 
consequences of limiting older employees' access to formal learning 
activities. In our fast paced business world, learning activities are required to 
maintain – not only to develop – employability. In general, both researchers 
and practitioners are reminded and encouraged to investigate the 
supposedly direct effects of chronological age with greater scrutiny. Relying 
on weak predictors such as chronological age may lead to unwanted 
consequences – especially in times of the demographic shift. 
While we discussed the implications on the individual and 
organizational level, it is important to also note the implications for policy. 
The age dependency ratio, which relates the number of people outside the 
active workforce to the working age population, is expected to rise 
significantly within the next decade. It is therefore essential to increase older 
employees' employability and participation in the labor market to maintain 
the current standard of living (Ilmarinen, 2001). The recommendations to 
combat ageism, to support formal learning and informal learning from 
others, and to be more reflective on the use of chronological age in general 
are therefore also applicable on the level of national and international 
policy.  
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CHAPTER 4 
Motivated to Stay Employable: 
The Effects of Age, Future Time 
Perspective, and Goal Orientation* 
  
                                                        
*
 This chapter is based on: Froehlich, D. E., Beausaert, S. A. J., & 
Segers, M. S. R. (Resubmitted). Motivated to stay employable: The effects of 
age, future time perspective, and goal orientation. 
Froehlich, D. E., Beausaert, S. A. J., & Segers, M. S. R. (2013). It’s All 
about the Attitudes, not the Age: The Role of Future Time Perspective and 
Goal Orientation for Older Employees’ Employability. Paper presented at the 
15th biennial EARLI conference for research on learning and instruction. Munich. 
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ABSTRACT 
The demographic shift and the rapid rate of innovations put age and 
employability high on policy makers' and human resource managers' 
agenda. However, we do not sufficiently understand the link between these 
concepts. We set out to investigate the relationship between age and 
employability and aim to identify motivational mediators of this relationship. 
Therefore, we investigate the roles of future time perspective and goal 
orientation. We conducted quantitative, cross-sectional survey research (n = 
282) in three Dutch and Austrian organizations. We used structural equation 
modeling to investigate the relationships between chronological age, future 
time perspective, goal orientations, and employability. The evidence shows 
that future time perspective and goal orientation strongly relate to 
employability. Furthermore, we find indirect relationships between age and 
employability via perceived remaining opportunities. The results question 
the often simplistic use of chronological age in employability and human 
resource management research. This shifts the focus from age, a factor 
outside our control, to motivation. Thereby, the findings contribute new 
insights for the career development issues of an increasingly older 
workforce.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The population ages and people need to stay longer in the workforce 
(Bal, Kooij, & Rousseau, 2015): to sustain national welfare systems, to help 
organizations thrive, and to pay their own bills. This challenges employees 
to be able to identify and realize job and career opportunities in the context 
of innovations – they need to stay employable (Fugate & Kinicki, 2008). While 
policy makers and human resource managers often rely on chronological 
age for decisions about, for instance, the offering of part time work schemes 
or the default retirement age, this measure may not be very meaningful in 
the work setting (Kooij, de Lange, Jansen, & Dikkers, 2008). After all, we 
become increasingly different from each other with higher age (Carstensen, 
2006). One specific factor that is often suggested to be subject to change 
during the process of aging is the motivation to learn (Gegenfurtner & 
Vauras, 2012). Therefore, we investigate the relationship between 
chronological age and employability using a motivational perspective 
(Froehlich, Beausaert, & Segers, 2014). Specifically, we combine the concepts 
of future time perspective (Carstensen, 2006) and goal orientation (Elliot & 
McGregor, 2001) with a competence-based view of employability (Van der 
Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006) to explain the relationship between age and 
employability. 
EMPLOYABILITY AND CHRONOLOGICAL AGE 
We define being employable as having a set of competences that 
enables people to fulfill, acquire, or create work (Van der Heijde & Van der 
Heijden, 2006). In times of change, such a definition based on individuals’ 
competences, rather than on specific labor market demands, seems 
warranted. Having the necessary occupational expertise is important, but 
employability also requires social and adaptive competences (Tolentino et 
al., 2014). Employees need to proactively screen the environment and 
prepare themselves for changes in job and career requirements and 
conditions (anticipation and optimization) and adapt to them (personal 
flexibility) (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). In agreement with 
previous studies, we focus on employees' own perceptions of their 
employability (Dries, Forrier, De Vos, & Pepermans, 2014; Froehlich, 
Beausaert, Segers, & Gerken, 2014; Vanhercke, De Cuyper, Peeters, & De 
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Witte, 2014). In conclusion, we see employees as employable if they perceive 
themselves to have adequate technical expertise, to be attentive to trends in 
their environment, and to adapt to changes imposed on them. 
Both in policy and in research, employability is often discussed in 
relation to chronological age. Studies mostly find negative relationships 
between age and employability (De Cuyper, Mauno, Kinnunen, & 
Mäkikangas, 2011; Nauta, De Vroome, Cox, Korver, & Kraan, 2005; 
Raemdonck, Tillema, Grip, Valcke, & Segers, 2012; Rothwell & Arnold, 2007; 
Van der Heijden, 2002; Van Vuuren, Caniels, & Semeijn, 2011; Wittekind, 
Raeder, & Grote, 2010) and related concepts, such as workability (Nielsen, 
1999) and career opportunities (Van Veldhoven & Dorenbosch, 2008). 
Despite these consistent findings it remains difficult to tell why exactly this 
relationship is negative. This is because chronological age is a proxy 
measure for many changes related to aging: physical and mental changes, 
ageism, effects of the period of time or the cohort (Hall, Mairesse, & Turner, 
2007). A second problem is that the older people get and the more 
experience they accumulate, the more heterogeneous they become 
(Carstensen, 2006). Consequently, the predictive value of chronological age 
diminishes. Additionally, it is questionable which recommendations should 
be given to human resource managers. After all, individuals' chronological 
age may not be altered. Despite these shortcomings, both practitioners and 
researchers use chronological age as an easy to measure proxy for the 
physical, cognitive, social, and emotional changes associated with human 
development (Pitt-Catsouphes, Matz-Costa, & Besen, 2009). 
MOTIVATION TO STAY EMPLOYABLE: FUTURE TIME PERSPECTIVE AND GOAL 
ORIENTATION 
Froehlich, Beausaert, and Segers (2014) identify two motivational 
concepts related to age and competence development: future time 
perspective (Carstensen, 2006) and goal orientation (Elliot & McGregor, 
2001) that may explain the relationship between chronological age and 
employability. According to socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 
Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999), future time perspective concerns the available 
time individuals believe to have left in their future working life. This 
perspective affects the motivation to learn and perform (Raemdonck, 
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Beausaert, Froehlich, Kochoian, & Meurant, 2015). Zacher and Frese (2009, 
2011) adjusted the concept to workplace settings and found two 
dimensions: perceived remaining opportunities and perceived remaining 
time at work. 
While we are not aware of a study that has explicitly investigated the 
relationship between future time perspective and employability, we know 
from related literatures that an extensive future time perspective is 
associated with, for instance, improved work performance (Zacher, Heusner, 
Schmitz, Zwierzanska, & Frese, 2010), increased persistence to study 
(Horstmanshof & Zimitat, 2007), and better academic performance (De 
Volder & Lens, 1982). Lang and Carstensen (2002) report that while 
individuals perceiving the future as limited prefer emotional goals and thus 
relatives and formal partners, individuals who have an expansive perception 
of the future prefer to interact with acquaintances and knowledgeable or 
controversial partners to fulfill their desire for growth. Accordingly, we 
hypothesize that perceived remaining opportunities and perceived 
remaining time at work relate positively to employability. 
Hypothesis 1: The perceived remaining opportunities at work relate positively to 
occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, and personal 
flexibility. 
Hypothesis 2: The perceived remaining time at work relates positively to 
occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, and personal 
flexibility. 
Goal orientation research investigates "how individuals interpret and 
respond to achievement situations" (Brett & VandeWalle, 1999, p. 864). 
Janssen and Prins (Janssen & Prins, 2007) distinguish four dimensions, 
depending on how people define competence (against an absolute 
standard, own past performance, or others' performance) and the valence 
they ascribe to it (approaching success versus avoiding failure). People may 
aim to develop competences (mastery approach orientation), avoid 
deterioration and loss of competences (mastery avoid orientation), 
demonstrate competences to get favorable judgments (performance 
approach orientation), or avoid demonstration of lack of competences to 
eschew negative judgments (performance avoid orientation). 
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We are not aware of empirical tests of the relationship between goal 
orientation and employability. However, competence is essential to the goal 
orientation concept (Elliot & McGregor, 2001), and research does find effects 
of goal orientation on performance and competence development. Van 
Yperen, Elliot, and Anseel (2009) report that mastery avoid orientation leads 
to little performance improvement compared to the other three goal 
orientations. Schulz and Stamov-Roßnagel (2010) note a positive 
relationship between mastery orientation and a composite measure which 
includes, amongst others, self-reported assessments of efficiency 
improvements and contentedness with one’s learning success. Payne, 
Youngcourt, and Beaubien (2007) find positive effects of a mastery 
orientation on both learning and performance outcomes and negative 
effects of performance avoid orientation in a meta-analysis across 141 
empirical studies.  
Goal orientation affects learning behavior – and it may subsequently 
also influence employability. Mastery approach orientation is associated 
with positive outcomes – for instance, increased help-seeking (Roussel, 
Elliot, & Feltman, 2011), feedback-seeking (Van der Rijt, Van den Bossche, 
Van de Wiel, Segers, & Gijselaers, 2012), information-seeking (Janssen & 
Prins, 2007), or training performance and study effort (Fisher & Ford, 1998). 
The other orientations produce more modest outcomes. In sum, mastery 
approach orientation is associated with positive effects regarding learning 
and performance, while the other goal orientations show no or negative 
effects. These studies point to the importance of goal orientation for 
employees' performance and learning. To date, this theory has received 
little attention in employability research. Since we assume that learning 
results in higher expertise and flexibility, we hypothesize positive relations 
of mastery and performance approach orientations and negative relations 
of mastery and performance avoid orientations with employability. 
Hypothesis 3: Mastery and performance approach orientation relate positively 
to occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, and personal 
flexibility. 
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Hypothesis 4: Mastery and performance avoid orientation relate negatively to 
occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, and personal 
flexibility. 
Studies find that chronological age affects employees' goals: Older 
people are more oriented towards maintaining their status (Ebner, Freund, 
& Baltes, 2006; Ogilvie, Rose, & Heppen, 2010), strive less for earnings, 
productivity, or promotions (Zwick, 2011), and have a decrease in growth 
motives (Kooij, de Lange, Jansen, Kanfer, & Dikkers, 2011). A similar relation 
with chronological age was found for perceived opportunities and perceived 
time: Both dimensions related negatively to chronological age in the studies 
of Zacher and Frese (2009, 2011). This finding is in line with previous 
research on future time perspective (e.g., De Lange, Bal, Van der Heijden, De 
Jong, & Schaufeli, 2011; Lang & Carstensen, 2002) and supports the 
theoretical claim that older people perceive their remaining time as more 
limited, as they are closer to retirement age and, more generally, life 
expectancy (Carstensen et al., 1999). 
Because chronological age is negatively related to perceived 
remaining opportunities and time, and perceived remaining opportunities 
and time, in turn, relate positively to employability (see Figure 1), we expect 
that chronological age relates negatively and indirectly to employability. 
Similarly, we expect goal orientation to mediate the relationship between 
chronological age and employability. 
Hypothesis 5: Future time perspective and goal orientation mediate the relation 
between chronological age and occupational expertise, anticipation and 
optimization, and personal flexibility. 
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Figure 1: Research model of this chapter. 
METHODS 
Sample and procedure 
Three organizations participated in this research: 
 a Dutch emergency services organization, in which the 
employees give first aid, manipulate (complex) devices, and 
do administrative work,  
 an Austrian IT consultancy, in which employees usually work 
in close collaboration with their clients to implement and 
consult about complex solutions, and 
 an Austrian consultancy that offers a wider array of services, 
including, for instance, consultations about international law 
and policy. 
Consultancies are an interesting setting for this study due to the 
industry-specific demand for employability (Petersitzke & Hristozova, 2006). 
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Likewise, maintaining competences is important for providing critical 
emergency services. In total, we contacted 503 employees via e-mail. 321 
questionnaires were returned, of which 282 (56%) were complete and used 
for further analyses. Table 1 displays the sample characteristics. 
Table 1: Characteristics of the sample. 
 
Public 
organization 
IT 
consultancy 
Emergency 
services 
Total 
Country Austria Austria Netherlands  
Sample Size 90 77 115 282 
Age Mean (SD) 41.86 (10.26) 39.56 (9.34) 43.37 (8.13) 41.85 (9.28) 
Years on Job 
Mean (SD) 
10.84 (8.47) 7.02 (6.51) 9.78 (6.70) 9.37 (7.39) 
% Higher 
Education 
51.10 % 61.00% 47.80% 52.48 % 
% Female 63.30% 37.70 % 27.80% 41.84 % 
 
Measures 
We only used validated instruments for this research. Respondents 
answered on a five-point Likert-scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly 
agree).  
We measured employability using three scales by Van der Heijde and 
Van der Heijden (2006): occupational expertise (Sample item: "I consider 
myself competent to engage in in-depth, specialist discussions in my job 
domain;" α = 0.92), anticipation and optimization (Sample item: "I take 
responsibility for maintaining my labor market value;" α = 0.78), and 
personal flexibility (Sample item: "I adapt to developments within my 
organization;" α = 0.73). This model fits our data (CFI = 0.99, χ²/df = 1.61, 
SRMR = 0.03, RMSEA = 0.05). 
We assessed future time perspective using Lang and Carstensen's 
(2002) ten-item scale. Like in Kooij et al.'s (2014) study, the three reversely 
coded items ("I have the sense that time in my working life is running out," 
"As I get older, I begin to experience that time in my working life is limited," 
and "There are only limited possibilities in my occupational future.") reduced 
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the instrument's reliability. Thus, we removed them from further analyses. 
In agreement with Zacher and Frese (2009), we find the best model fit for a 
two-factor solution (CFI = 0.99, χ²/df = 1.50, SRMR = 0.02, RMSEA = 0.04). The 
reliabilities for perceived remaining opportunities (Sample item: Many 
opportunities await me in my occupational future;" α = 0.89) and perceived 
remaining time (Sample item: "Most of my occupational life lies ahead of 
me."; α = 0.70) were acceptable.  
We adapted Elliot and McGregor's (2001) twelve-item Achievement 
Goal Questionnaire to a workplace setting to gauge goal orientation. Initial 
confirmatory factor analyses showed no satisfactory model fit (CFI = 0.86, 
χ²/df = 3.90, SRMR = 0.08, RMSEA = 0.10); the performance avoid subscale 
had low reliability (α = 0.47). We re-ran the analyses without this subscale to 
achieve both a good fit of the model (CFI = 0.96, χ²/df = 2.45, SRMR = 0.06, 
RMSEA = 0.07) and acceptable reliabilities for mastery approach orientation 
(Sample item: "I want to learn as much as possible at work."; α = 0.70), 
performance approach orientation (Sample item: "It is important for me to 
do better than other employees."; α = 0.86), and mastery avoid orientation 
(Sample item: "I am often concerned that I may not learn all that there is to 
learn at work."; α = 0.69). 
We asked for the chronological age of the respondents in an open 
question. Furthermore, we controlled for the highest level of education 
(required schooling, secondary, or tertiary level) and the number of years of 
experience on the current job (open question). Two dummy variables 
represented the respondents' affiliation to one of the organizations. 
Analyses 
We used structural equation modeling with Mplus 7.11 (Muthén & 
Muthén, 2012) to test all hypotheses. We assessed model fit using root 
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA, acceptable if ≤ 0.08; Browne 
and Cudeck, 1993), comparative fit index (CFI, acceptable if ≥ 0.90), and 
standardized root mean squared residuals (SRMR, acceptable if ≤ 0.08) (Hu 
& Bentler, 1999). We randomly assigned each observed item of the 
employability scales to one of three parcels per dimension to achieve a 
better relation between the number of parameters and the given sample 
size (Little, Cunningham, Shahar, & Widaman, 2002). 
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RESULTS 
Correlation analysis 
Table 2 indicates strong correlations among the dimensions of 
employability (r > 0.45, p < 0.01) and a strong negative correlation of 
remaining opportunities and time with chronological age (r = -0.50, p < 0.01 
and r = -0.68, p < 0.01, respectively). All hypothesized independent variables 
correlate significantly with at least one dimension of employability. 
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Model fit 
The model fits the data (CFI = 0.90, χ²/df = 2.25, SRMR = 0.06, RMSEA 
= 0.07) and explains large parts of the variance in the employability scales 
(R² = 0.35 to 0.57). Since we analyze self-reported, cross-sectional data, we 
statistically control for common method variance (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, 
Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). We confirm that a single general factor model does 
not fit the data well (CFI = 0.27, χ²/df = 9.03, SRMR = 0.18, RMSEA = 0.17). 
Also, we controlled for effects of a single latent unmeasured latent method 
factor by adding a first-order factor with all measures as indicators to the 
model. This factor had no significant effects. Both tests do not indicate 
common method variance. In sum, we are confident that the impact of 
potential common method variance is limited, given that the self-appraised 
conceptualization of employability used in this study can only be evaluated 
via self-reports and that we did not find any indications of such bias in the 
statistical tests presented above (Conway & Lance, 2010). 
Hypotheses testing 
Table 3 shows a positive relation between remaining opportunities 
and anticipation and optimization (β = 0.89, p < 0.01) and personal flexibility 
(β = 1.28, p < 0.01). This gives partial support to Hypothesis 1. We found no 
support for Hypothesis 2, which expected a significant relationship also 
between remaining time and the dimensions of employability. Mastery 
approach orientation relates positively to all dimensions of employability (β 
= 0.30 to 0.42, p < 0.01); mastery avoid orientation relates negatively to 
occupational expertise (β = -0.41, p < 0.01) and anticipation and optimization 
(β = -0.21, p < 0.01). Performance approach orientation has a positive 
relationship with anticipation and optimization (β = 0.14, p < 0.05). This 
partially supports Hypotheses 3 and 4. Additionally, we found differences 
between the samples for occupational expertise (β = 0.21, p < 0.05) 
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Table 3: Standardized coefficients of the model variables and control 
variables on employability. 
 Occupational 
Expertise 
Anticipat. & 
Optimization 
Personal 
Flexibility 
Remaining Opportunities .17 .89** 1.28** 
Remaining Time -.27 -1.06 -1.44 
Mastery Approach .30** .42** .36** 
Mastery Avoid -.41** -.21** -.13 
Performance Approach .03 .14* .00 
Chronological Age -.10 -.54 -.52 
Educational Level .06 .14 .12 
Years on the Job .09 -.01 -.01 
Organization 1 .21* -.03 -.11 
Organization 2 .14 -.07 -.05 
* p < .05, ** p < .01.    
 
We found two significant indirect relationships between age and 
employability. Specifically, remaining opportunities negatively mediates the 
relationship between chronological age and anticipation and optimization (β 
= -0.44, p < 0.05) and personal flexibility (β = -0.64, p < 0.01). This gives weak, 
partial support to Hypothesis 5. 
Post-hoc analysis 
The model shows no significant effect of chronological age on 
employability. This contradicts previous studies (e.g., De Cuyper et al., 2011; 
Raemdonck et al., 2012; Van Vuuren et al., 2011). In a post-hoc analysis, we 
tested the model without perceived remaining opportunities, perceived 
remaining time, and tenure, all of which correlated strongly with 
chronological age (|r| ≥ .50). This model (CFI = 0.89, χ²/df = 2.73, SRMR = 
0.06, RMSEA = 0.08) shows a weak negative relationship between 
chronological age and anticipation and optimization (β = -0.11, p < 0.10). 
Hence, including perceived remaining opportunities, perceived remaining 
time, and tenure in the model weakens the relationship between age and 
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employability. This indicates a mediation effect (Mackinnon, Krull, & 
Lockwood, 2000). 
DISCUSSION 
We set out to investigate the relationship between age and 
employability. We aimed to identify motivational mediators between 
chronological age and employability that individuals and organizations may 
act upon. Five major themes emerged from the analyses. First, the 
employees' perception of their remaining opportunities and time was 
strongly and negatively related to their age. This agrees with previous 
studies (e.g., Lang & Carstensen, 2002). While we did not find employability 
to relate to age or remaining time, we found a positive relationship with 
remaining opportunities. This is in line with Zacher and Frese (2009), who 
argue that the perception of remaining opportunities is more strongly 
influenced by personal and organizational characteristics than remaining 
time. This is because the latter is more narrowly constrained by, for 
example, rather rigidly stipulated ages for retirement. Additionally, since we 
have found these positive effects in a sample of well educated employees, it 
agrees with Wittekind et al. (2010), who theorized that highly qualified 
people benefit from being aware of the opportunities around them more 
than their lower qualified colleagues. This is because higher qualifications 
improve the chance to put the potential opportunities into effect. 
Organizations may strive to extend their employees' future time perspective 
to enhance staff's employability. This includes, for instance, clarifying the 
instrumentality of any learning activity for future success beforehand 
(Simons, Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Lacante, 2004), communicating the role of 
work-related learning and personal goals (Phalet, Andriessen, & Lens, 2004), 
or facilitating long-term planning and the use of personal development 
plans (Beausaert, Segers, Van der Rijt, & Gijselaers, 2011; Gellert, 
Ziegelmann, Lippke, & Schwarzer, 2012). 
Second, we found relationships between goal orientation and 
employability. As expected, mastery and performance approach 
orientations relate positively to employability, while mastery avoid 
orientation relates negatively to employability. This is in line with previous 
research (Schulz & Stamov-Roßnagel, 2010; Van Yperen et al., 2009). This 
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finding suggests that, for instance, attempting to avoid making errors may 
be counterproductive for sustaining one's employability. Instead, managers 
may aim to stimulate a mastery approach orientation among employees. 
This can be achieved by, for example, offering goal orientation training 
(Noordzij, Van Hooft, Van Mierlo, Van Dam, & Born, 2013), evaluating 
employees on their progress and improvement (Ames, 1992), or by creating 
more tolerance towards errors and accepting them as a part of learning 
(Van Yperen & Orehek, 2013). 
Third, we found indirect relationships via perceived remaining 
opportunities. This extends previous research that finds relations between 
chronological age and employability (e.g., Raemdonck et al., 2012; Rothwell 
& Arnold, 2007; Van Vuuren et al., 2011), but that did not further explain the 
mechanism behind it. We did not find a significant relationship between age 
and employability in the main model, but the post-hoc analysis gave 
additional evidence for a mediation effect. This also has important 
implications for designing the workplace of older employees. Instead of 
focusing on a variable that cannot be influenced – chronological age –, our 
research hints at the potential to target employees' motivation. The 
evidence questions the predominant use of chronological age as decisive 
criterion in organizational and national policies. In the recent public debate 
about retirement age and other workplace-related discussions, 
chronological age plays a much more prominent role than the findings 
presented here suggest it should. While data about chronological age is 
often cheaply and readily accessible, the findings suggest to step back from 
this practice and to look at other, more predictive factors, too (cf. Zacher et 
al., 2010). Furthermore, organizations may educate against ageism, for 
instance by fostering high-quality intergenerational contact (Iweins, 
Desmette, Yzerbyt, & Stinglhamber, 2013) or offering age awareness 
trainings (Armstrong-Stassen & Templer, 2005), and consider their human 
resource management approach towards older employees (Kooij, Jansen, 
Dikkers, & De Lange, 2014; Kooij et al., 2013). 
Fourth, the results indicate differences of occupational expertise 
between the participating organizations. This is in line with the notion that 
older employees' employability depends on both individual and institutional 
factors (Billett, 2011; Dymock, Billett, Klieve, Johnson, & Martin, 2012). We 
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included three organizations that are located in different countries and 
sectors. This allows us to make statements that are more generalizable than 
research conducted in one homogeneous sample only. Unfortunately, our 
level of analysis does not allow us to work out what factors exactly make the 
difference. For instance, it is probable that the tasks in the Austrian 
chamber, which mainly concern the consolidation of diverging interests 
among different stakeholders in the economy, are far less structured and 
more complex than the tasks needed to provide emergency services, where 
a standardized set of methods is applied to provide fast and reliable help. 
They also differ from the competences required to sell and implement IT 
solutions, as needed in the third organization. This might imply that 
engagement in complex tasks impacts employability. Further research is 
required to address this topic of contextual differences in adequate depth. 
Fifth, the results are different for each dimension of employability. 
While this finding is in line with previous research (e.g., De Vos, De Hauw, & 
Van der Heijden, 2011; Froehlich, Beausaert, Segers, et al., 2014), we do not 
sufficiently understand these differences. Focusing on their future career 
opportunities makes employees more attentive towards environmental 
changes and more flexible to react to them when they arise. However, we 
did not find a significant relationship between remaining opportunities and 
occupational expertise. This might be because the perception of remaining 
opportunities is future-oriented, while expertise is a result of past learning 
and development. Thus, the lack of relationship may be explained by the 
respondent's extensive experience on the current job of on average over ten 
years and their already high level of occupational expertise (cf. Table 1). In 
conclusion, further research may explore the relationships between the 
dimensions of employability in detail. For instance, this may include a 
qualitative investigation, which is able to research the specificities of the 
model in greater detail. 
In conclusion, investigating the relationship between age and 
employability and finding indirect age effects lets us understand why older 
employees are often perceived to be less employable. After all, age does 
have an influence. However, it is not the age per se – an unchangeable 
factor – that matters. It is the motivation. This empowers individuals to take 
control of their own employability. 
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ABSTRACT 
Employees in countries with advanced industrial economies need to 
continuously develop their competences to sustain their employability – that 
is, to have a set of competences that enables them to maintain or find an 
adequate job. But how should efforts to enhance employability progress in 
the context of the demographic shift? Previous research suggests that 
employees’ perspective about their future working life may influence their 
motivation to engage in learning activities. The study reported and 
discussed here investigates how employees’ perceptions of the future as a 
time of opportunities and limitations affects their engagement in informal 
learning from others and, in turn, their employability. We tested our model 
empirically in two Austrian consultancies (n = 167). We find that focus on 
opportunities in the future explains engagement in informal learning from 
others and, subsequently, differences in employability. The informants’ 
perspectives about the future may be a helpful alternative to the 
measurement of chronological age, which is problematic from a conceptual 
point of view. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The populations of most countries with advanced industrial 
economies are aging (OECD, 2012). Policymakers react to this situation by 
encouraging longer working lives (e.g., later retirement; European 
Commission, 2012) to maintain the viability of their social welfare systems 
(Walker & Maltby, 2012) and to avert the loss of workplace skills and 
knowledge caused by the large number of workers retiring in the upcoming 
years (Midtsundstad & Bogen, 2014). This situation is exacerbated by 
companies' aging workforces. For example, the German car manufacturer 
BMW estimates that the number of workers older than 50 doubles between 
2010 and 2020 (Anderson, 2013). At the same time, increasing global 
competition and accelerating rates of innovation make work requirements 
more and more dynamic. But how do these two trends – the demographic 
shift and the increasingly fast-paced business world – relate to each other? 
After all, older employees' ability to adapt to such a dynamic environment is 
often doubted by employers, although the evidence is ambiguous 
(Finkelstein, King, & Voyles, 2015). In a similar vein, research indicates that 
older employees are disproportionally more often subject to layoffs during 
restructuring measures (Kim & Mo, 2014) and have greater difficulty to find 
a job should they lose their current employment (Ahmed, Andersson, & 
Hammarstedt, 2012; Albert, Escot, & Fernández-Cornejo, 2011). Put 
differently, older people's competence to fulfill, acquire, or create work for 
themselves – their employability (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006) – 
is questioned, albeit often based on societal sentiments rather than actual 
evidence (cf. Meyers, Billett, & Kelly, 2010).  
But how should efforts to enhance employability progress in the 
context of an aging workforce? Research suggests that learning activities 
such as working on developmental tasks, networking, or attending trainings 
are adequate means of improving individuals’ employability (Froehlich, 
Beausaert, & Segers, 2014; Van der Heijden, Boon, Van der Klink, & Meijs, 
2009; Van der Klink, Van der Heijden, Boon, & Williams van Rooij, 2014; Van 
Emmerik, Schreurs, De Cuyper, Jawahar, & Peeters, 2012). Previous studies 
have found that informal learning from others – in contrast to the learning 
opportunities offered in trainings – is especially important for older 
employees (Billett, 2011; Froehlich, Beausaert, Segers, & Gerken, 2014). The 
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hypothesized reason for this is that informal learning from others is less 
dependent on employers’ resources, which are often not accessible for older 
employees. As mentioned by Billett and Van Woerkom (2008), younger 
employees are often privileged in terms of receiving support and 
opportunities for learning in the workplace. Older employees, therefore, 
need to develop their own ways of learning and building their competences. 
In sum, several studies find significant relationships between learning 
activities and employability in the context of an aging workforce. But they do 
not explain why some older employees keep developing their employability 
and others do not. 
So, this leads to the question about which personal factors play a 
role when it comes to undertaking learning activities for enhancing 
employees’ employability in the context of the demographic shift. Previous 
research suggests that future time perspective is an important concept 
when studying older people's motivation to learn (Bal & Jansen, 2015; 
Gegenfurtner & Vauras, 2012; Kooij, Bal, & Kanfer, 2014). Future time 
perspective refers to people's perceptions of how many opportunities (i.e., 
opportunity focus) and limitations (i.e., limitation focus) are ahead of them 
in their (working) life (Cate & John, 2007). This perspective has been linked 
to, for instance, a focus on promotions (Kooij et al., 2014), work motivation 
(De Lange, Bal, Van der Heijden, De Jong, & Schaufeli, 2011), or work 
performance (Zacher, Heusner, Schmitz, Zwierzanska, & Frese, 2010). The 
relationship between individuals’ future time perspective and their 
employability, however, has not yet been empirically researched 
(Raemdonck, Beausaert, Froehlich, Kochoian, & Meurant, 2015). Therefore, 
the aim here is to investigate how employees' future time perspectives are 
linked to their employability through informal learning from others. We 
extend previous research that has connected learning activities to 
employability (Froehlich, Beausaert, Segers, et al., 2014; Van der Heijden et 
al., 2009) by adding future time perspective as an antecedent for explaining 
their learning. This additional information may be essential for 
understanding why some employees lose in employability, while others are 
able to maintain or even extend their competences. 
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COMPETENCE-BASED EMPLOYABILITY 
Being employable comprises having a set of competences that 
enables people to fulfill, acquire, or create work for themselves (Van der 
Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). The advantage of this competence-based 
definition is that in today’s times of fluctuating labor market demands, such 
competences provide a relatively stable basis for that employability. This, 
however, does not mean that employability is a static concept: Employability 
may increase or decrease dynamically, as employees can develop or lose 
their workplace competences (Sanders & De Grip, 2004). Van der Heijde and 
Van der Heijden (2006) privileges occupational expertise as an important 
prerequisite for employability. Additionally, employability requires more 
generic social and adaptive competences (Rodriguez, Patel, Bright, Gregory, 
& Gowing, 2002; Wright & Snell, 1998). Employees need to proactively screen 
the environment and prepare themselves for potential changes in job and 
career requirements and conditions (i.e., anticipation and optimization) and 
adapt to them (i.e., personal flexibility) (Fugate, Kinicki, & Ashforth, 2004). 
Furthermore, identification with the organization’s goals and the ability to 
work together with others (i.e., corporate sense) are beneficial (Podsakoff, 
Ahearne, & Mackenzie, 1997). Last, Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden 
(2006) name balance as a key competence. This comprises employees’ 
ability to weigh employer’s interests against theirs (e.g., balance of working 
and learning). In sum, these five competences should allow employees to 
fulfill, acquire, or create work for themselves.  
Employees, however, act based on their own perceptions, not just on 
the bases of some prescriptions of how they should act. Therefore, it is 
necessary to account for employees' subjective ratings of their competences 
in this study. This view is consistent with earlier research (Fugate et al., 2004; 
Van Emmerik et al., 2012). Kinnunen et al. (2011), for instance, derive the 
importance of self-perceived employability from Lazarus and Folkman’s 
(1984) transactional stress theory. These theorists argue that employees 
who perceive themselves as employable feel less threatened by the 
environment, experience less strain (Berntson & Marklund, 2007), and 
engage more in their work (De Cuyper, Bernhard-Oettel, Berntson, De Witte, 
& Alarco, 2008). 
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INFORMAL LEARNING FROM OTHERS: PROACTIVE FEEDBACK- AND HELP-
SEEKING 
Much recent research about learning and work has focused on 
learning opportunities outside education and training institutions (Kyndt & 
Baert, 2013). For instance, this includes learning by doing, having 
discussions with colleagues, or engaging in reflection (Marsick, 2009). 
Several studies suggest that these learning activities are more efficient than 
attending seminars and workshops of education and training institutions 
(Berings, Poell, & Simons, 2008; Billett, 2002; Eraut, 2007; Van der Heijden et 
al., 2009). The social aspect of learning in the workplace plays an especially 
important role (Billett, 1995; Boud & Middleton, 2003; Eraut, 2007). 
Specifically, seeking feedback and help from others are important means of 
learning in the workplace (Bamberger, 2009) and may help to develop the 
competences needed to stay employable. Feedback-seeking is the proactive 
search for information targeted at evaluating and reflecting upon work 
processes and the self (Anseel, Lievens, & Levy, 2007). This does not require 
a specific problem and may be rooted in motives such as achieving a goal or 
protecting one's ego (Ashford, Blatt, & VandeWalle, 2003). Proactive 
feedback-seeking behavior has been mostly related to positive outcomes, 
such as goal attainment (Ammons, 1956) and performance (Kluger & DeNisi, 
1996). More recent research suggests that the feedback quality and not so 
much the quantity of it is important for learning and development (Van der 
Rijt, Van den Bossche, Van de Wiel, Segers, & Gijselaers, 2012). 
Help-seeking means the proactive search for assistance from others 
to solve a specific problem. Help seekers are, therefore, required to locate 
and define a problem, to think about persons who are accessible and 
knowledgeable regarding this problem, and to establish contact with these 
persons (Lee, 1997). Help-seeking has a long research tradition in the field of 
academic learning (Järvelä, 2011; Mäkitalo-Siegl & Fischer, 2011). There, it is 
seen as an essential method to engage learners cognitively, behaviorally, 
and emotionally (Pintrich & Zusho, 2002) and to contribute to resilience, 
efficacy, and learning (Karabenick & Newman, 2006; Karabenick, 1998). 
Informal learning from others in terms of proactive feedback and 
help-seeking may enhance employees' employability. For instance, 
employees may increase their knowledge about a relevant subject (i.e., 
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enhance occupational expertise) or about processes in the organization (i.e., 
corporate sense). They may learn about trends (i.e., anticipation and 
optimization) that are central to effective work performance and how to 
react towards them (i.e., personal flexibility). Finally, by getting relevant and 
useful information, they may deem their working and learning to be more in 
balance. Previous empirical studies find positive relationships between 
informal learning from others and employability. For instance, Van der 
Heijden et al. (2009) have researched the relationship among non-academic 
university employees’ networking behavior and their employability. They 
find that networking within and outside the home organization relates 
positively to employability. Moreover, the evidence suggests that interaction 
with one’s supervisor may improve balance and corporate sense. The study 
was largely replicated among academic staff members by Van der Klink et al. 
(2014). There, networking enhanced anticipation and optimization, personal 
flexibility, and corporate sense. Additionally, Van der Rijt et al. (2012) report 
feedback-seeking to increase perceived career development among 
employees in the financial sector. Froehlich et al. (2014) also find that 
proactive search for information, feedback, and help improves occupational 
expertise, anticipation and optimization, and personal flexibility. Therefore, 
we hypothesize that informal learning from others in terms of feedback and 
help-seeking stands to improve employability. This then leads to our 
hypothesis: 
Hypothesis 1: Informal learning from others positively affects employability in 
terms of occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, personal 
flexibility, corporate sense, and balance. 
FUTURE TIME PERSPECTIVE 
According to the socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 
Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999), individuals select and pursue their goals in 
alignment with their (working) life’s time horizon. Specifically, people with a 
limited future time perspective seek emotional well-being and short-term 
benefits. Conversely, people viewing time as open-ended value the 
acquisition of knowledge and skills more (Carstensen, 2006). Cate and John 
(2007) later found that adults might experience limitations and 
opportunities simultaneously. For instance, middle-aged adults become 
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aware of physical decline (Lachman, Lewkowicz, Marcus, & Peng, 1994), but 
also experience gains in confidence and generativity (Miner-Rubino, Winter, 
& Stewart, 2004; Stewart, Ostrove, & Helson, 2001). A one-dimensional 
conceptualization of future time perspective does not consider this. 
Therefore, Cate and John (2007) developed a two-factor solution that 
distinguishes in how far the future time is perceived as a time of 
opportunities and limitations. 
Little empirical evidence exists for the relationship between future 
time perspective and informal learning from others. However, we know 
from educational psychology that an extensive future time perspective may 
be associated with, for instance, higher engagement (Horstmanshof & 
Zimitat, 2007), an increased likelihood of completing tasks (Bembenutty & 
Karabenick, 2004), increased persistence to study, and better academic 
performance (De Volder & Lens, 1982). Likewise, Janeiro and Marques (2010) 
find future time orientation to be positively related to career attitudes 
among Portuguese pupils (Creager, 2011). Simons, Vansteenkiste, Lens, and 
Lacante (2004) and Miller and Brickman (2004) argue that the perception of 
more opportunities ahead increases the instrumentality of individuals’ 
learning behavior. This, in turn, affects the motivation to learn. In a more 
general sense, Lang and Carstensen (2002) find effects of future time 
perspective on the composition of adults’ social networks. Specifically, 
individuals who perceive the future as limited prefer emotional goals and, 
thus, are more likely to connect to relatives and formal partners. Contrarily, 
individuals who have an expansive perception of the future prefer to 
interact with knowledgeable or controversial partners to fulfill their desire 
for growth. This difference is attributable to the different goals associated 
with opportunity focus and limitation focus and might indicate an influence 
of opportunity focus and limitation focus on informal learning from others. 
We hypothesize that opportunity focus stimulates learning from others in 
terms of feedback- and help-seeking and, in turn, strengthens employees’ 
employability. Conversely, we hypothesize that limitation focus deters 
learning from others and hence weakens employees’ employability. 
Hypothesis 2: Opportunity focus positively affects employability in terms of 
occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, personal 
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flexibility, corporate sense, and balance via informal learning from 
others. 
Hypothesis 3: Limitation focus negatively affects employability in terms of 
occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, personal 
flexibility, corporate sense, and balance via informal learning from 
others. 
Figure 1 displays the research model. 
 
Figure 1: Research model of this chapter. 
METHODS 
Participants 
We sent electronic questionnaires to 215 randomly selected 
employees of two Austrian consultancies. The first organization generates 
its profits predominantly in the domain of information technology (n = 77; 
response rate = 72%). The second organization is a not-for-profit 
organization and offers a wider array of consulting services, including, for 
instance, consultations about international law and policy (n = 90, response 
rate = 83%). In both organizations, the respondents work in project teams to 
provide consulting services directly to their clients. Consultancies are an 
interesting setting for this study due to the industry-specific demand for 
employability (Petersitzke & Hristozova, 2006). For example, consulting 
knowledge needs to very current and yet it depreciates rapidly (Kubr, 2002). 
In addition, consultants need to adapt quickly to new clients and their 
different structures and cultures. Since the respondents of both 
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organizations are similar in terms of type of work and the national and 
professional culture they are embedded in, we merged the two samples for 
the analyses. The respondents were 18 to 59 years old (M = 40.80, SD = 
9.88). 93 (56%) have obtained a higher education degree; 86 (52%) were 
female. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed a difference between the 
samples in terms of gender (F(1, 165) = 11.58, p ≤ 0.01), which can be 
explained by the traditionally male-dominated IT sector. No differences 
were found for age or degrees from higher education. 
Instruments 
We gauged the dimensions of employability using Van der Heijde and 
Van der Heijden’s (2006) instrument of 47 items. In line with our 
conceptualization of self-appraised employability, respondents assessed 
their own employability on a 5-point Likert-scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = 
strongly agree). We randomly assigned each item to one of three parcels per 
dimension to achieve a better relation between the number of parameters 
and the given sample size in the analyses (Little, Cunningham, Shahar, & 
Widaman, 2002). This model achieved good fit; all scales achieved 
satisfactory Cronbach’s alphas. Table 1 shows fit indices, reliability 
estimates, and sample items. 
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Table 1: Overview over the scales used. 
 
Scale Items α Sample item Model fit 
Occupational 
Expertise 
15 .92 
I consider myself competent 
to engage in in-depth, 
specialist discussions in my 
job domain. 
CFI = .95, 
RMSEA = .07, 
SRMR = .06, 
χ²/df = 145/80 
= 1.81 
Anticipation & 
Optimization 
8 .74 
I take responsibility for 
maintaining my labor market 
value. 
Personal 
Flexibility 
8 .77 
I adapt to developments 
within my organization. 
Corporate 
Sense 
7 .80 
I am involved in achieving my 
organization’s mission. 
Balance 9 .71 
My working, learning, and 
living are in harmony. 
Opportunity 
Focus 
7 .91 
Many work opportunities 
await me in the future. 
CFI = .97, 
RMSEA = .07, 
SRMR = .04, 
χ²/df = 21/14 = 
1.77 
Limitation 
Focus 
3 .68 
I have the sense that my time 
in the working life is running 
out. 
Informal 
Learning 
from Others 
8 .79 
Getting help would be one of 
the first things I would do if I 
were having trouble at work. 
CFI = 1.00, 
RMSEA = .00, 
SRMR = .00, 
χ²/df = - 
(just 
identified) 
Note: All scales were measured using 5-point Likert scales. All factor loadings of 
the measurement models were ≥ .70. 
 
We assessed opportunity focus and limitation focus using Lang and 
Carstensen’s (2002) 10-item future time perspective scale, which was 
reworded to refer to the working life. Respondents answered on a 5-point 
Likert-scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The two-factor solution 
130 | GREAT EXPECTATIONS 
 
proposed by Cate and John (2007) fit our data better than a one-factor or 
three-factor solution; the reliabilities are acceptable (Table 1). 
We used Froehlich et al.’s (2014) scales of feedback and help-seeking 
behaviors from supervisors and colleagues to measure informal learning 
from others. Respondents answered on a 5-point Likert-scale (1 = almost 
never, 5 = very often); all eight items were collapsed into one scale. We used 
three parcels to identify informal learning from others. The scale achieved 
satisfactory reliability; the model is just identified (Table 1).  
We used chronological age and hours spent in formal education 
activities as covariates in our model. We asked for both using open 
questions. 
Analyses 
We checked and confirmed that the dataset does not contain any 
missing data. Then, we explored the relations between the variables in 
bivariate correlation analyses. Last, we tested the hypotheses using 
structural equation modeling using Maximum Likelihood estimation in 
Mplus 7.11 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). Model fit was assessed using the 
comparative fit index (CFI, acceptable if ≥ 0.90), the root mean square error 
of approximation (RMSEA, acceptable if ≤ 0.07), the standardized root mean 
squared residual (SRMR, acceptable if ≤ 0.08), and the ratio of χ² to the 
degrees of freedom (acceptable if ≤ 3.00; Hoyle, 1995; Hu & Bentler, 1999). 
RESULTS 
Table 2 presents findings characterized by medium to strong 
positive correlations among the dimensions of employability (r = 0.28 to 
0.59, p < 0.01), strong negative correlations of opportunity focus with 
limitation focus (r = -0.64, p < 0.01) and chronological age (r = -0.70, p < 0.01), 
and positive correlations of informal learning from others with the 
dimensions of employability (r = 0.17, p < 0.05 to r = 0.31, p < 0.01). These 
findings are in line with our hypotheses. 
The structural equation modeling analyses showed acceptable 
model fit: CFI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.07, and χ²/df = 505/287 = 1.76. 
All factor loadings of the measurement model were ≥ 0.70. In our sample, 
informal learning from others positively affects anticipation and 
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optimization (B = 1.30, 99% CI[0.12, 6.06]; see Table 3), personal flexibility (B 
= 1.45, 99% CI[0.27, 6.47]), corporate sense (B = 1.36, 99% CI[0.26, 7.41]), and 
balance (B = 0.70, 99% CI[0.16, 4.19]). This gives partial support to 
Hypothesis 1. 
We also noted effects of chronological age on occupational expertise 
(B = 0.01, 95% CI[>0.00, 0.02]) and corporate sense (B = 0.02, 99% CI[>0.00, 
0.07]). Attending formal learning activities and the employing organization 
did not cause significant differences.  
We found indirect effects of opportunity focus via informal learning 
from others on anticipation and optimization (B = 0.34, 95% CI[0.02, 2.25]) 
and balance (B = 0.18, 95% CI[0.05, 1.54]). Furthermore, we found weaker 
effects on personal flexibility (B = 0.37, 90% CI[0.11, 0.76]) and corporate 
sense (B = 0.35, 90% CI[0.11, 0.89]). This gives partial support to Hypothesis 
2. Conversely, we found no indirect effects of limitation focus. Thus, 
Hypothesis 3 receives no support. 
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DISCUSSION 
We set out to investigate how opportunity focus and limitation focus 
influence employability via informal learning from others in terms of 
feedback- and help-seeking. This is important, because the role of personal 
factors for the enhancement of employability in the context of the 
demographic shift has received little attention so far (Froehlich, Beausaert, & 
Segers, 2014; Raemdonck et al., 2015). This information may be crucial to 
understand the different trajectories of older employees' employability. Why 
do some employees manage to stay on top of current developments while 
others fail to advance their employability? We hypothesized that opportunity 
focus has positive indirect effects on employability via informal learning 
from others, while limitation focus has negative indirect effects. We have 
found positive relationships between informal learning from others and four 
dimensions of employability: anticipation and optimization, personal 
flexibility, corporate sense, and balance. This is consistent with previous 
research (Froehlich, Beausaert, Segers, et al., 2014; Van der Heijden et al., 
2009; Van der Klink et al., 2014) and supports the claim that learning 
activities in general and informal learning from others in particular are apt 
means of developing employability. Opportunity focus, which stimulates 
informal learning from others, has been found to have indirect positive 
effects on employability. In other words, the perceptions of many 
opportunities in one's future working life triggers informal learning from 
others and, in turn, helps employees to enhance their employability. Given 
the strong correlations between chronological age and future time 
perspective found in previous research (e.g., Lang & Carstensen, 2002), this 
finding has important implications for the development of employability in 
the context of an aging workforce. 
First, the findings have implications for further research. Future time 
perspective is an interesting personal factor to study the development of 
employability of an aging workforce. This is important, as the low 
employment rates among older people (OECD, 2014) raise questions about 
the learning behavior and employability of older employees. However, 
previous research in the fields of learning and employability struggles to 
answer these questions, as employee age and the change in future time 
perspective associated with it have often been ignored. Future research 
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should be more sensitive to the changes associated with aging and their 
effects on learning within organizations. This calls for the inclusion of other 
conceptualizations of age, next to chronological age (Maurer, Weiss, & 
Barbeite, 2003; Raemdonck et al., 2015), which is often criticized on the 
grounds of two conceptual problems. First, chronological age is used as a 
proxy measure for many factors related to aging, such as physical changes, 
age-related stereotypes, or effects specific to a certain cohort (Hall, 
Mairesse, & Turner, 2007). These effects are difficult to disentangle from 
each other. Second, the more experiences people have made in their lives, 
the more heterogeneous they are (Carstensen, 2006; Staudinger & Bowen, 
2011). This weakens the predictive power of chronological age. The study 
presented here has shown that future time perspective may be an 
interesting alternative to the use of chronological age as a predictor for 
engagement in learning activities and employability. Older employees, after 
all, are not a homogeneous group of people (Bal & Jansen, 2015) – personal 
factors matter. 
Second, implications for practice may be derived from the role that 
opportunity focus and limitation focus play in our model. The findings 
suggest that it is an essential task of human resource development 
managers to develop an opportunity focus across the workforce. 
Unfortunately, organizational research offers little advice of how this may be 
accomplished. But research in other fields, such as education and health 
science, hints at potential solutions. For instance, clarifying the 
instrumentality of any learning activity for future success beforehand 
(Simons et al., 2004), communicating the role of work-related learning and 
personal goals (Phalet, Andriessen, & Lens, 2004), or facilitating long-term 
planning (Gellert, Ziegelmann, Lippke, & Schwarzer, 2012) might help. Also, 
the use of long-term personal development plans may support this 
development (Beausaert, Segers, Van der Rijt, & Gijselaers, 2011). As 
opportunity focus is a function of chronological age, it may also be relevant 
to educate against ageism, for instance by fostering high-quality 
intergenerational contact (Iweins, Desmette, Yzerbyt, & Stinglhamber, 2013) 
or offering age awareness trainings (Armstrong-Stassen & Templer, 2005). 
Future research may improve and extend this study in terms of 
measurement and generalizability. In this study, the employees self-
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assessed their employability. But previous research has found that 
employees rate themselves higher than their employers do (Van der Heijde 
& Van der Heijden, 2006) and higher than their labor market success would 
suggest (Patrickson & Ranzijn, 2003). Our conceptualization of employability 
as perceived employability, however, is in line with previous research 
(Kinnunen et al., 2011; Van Emmerik et al., 2012). Nevertheless, to test for 
common method bias (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986), further research may 
include also other sources for assessing the variables. 
We have executed this study in the consultancy sector. We believe 
that the industry-specific demands for employability (Petersitzke & 
Hristozova, 2006) make it an interesting setting for our study. At the same 
time, these industry-specific affordances may limit the generalizability of this 
research’s finding. Thus, further research may replicate this study in 
different sectors. 
In conclusion, the study reported and discussed here offers first 
evidence for an indirect effect of opportunity focus on employability via 
informal learning from others. It presents future time perspective as an 
alternative variable to the use of chronological age to research learning and 
employability in the context of an aging workforce. Furthermore, it implies 
that the concept of future time perspective may also be addressed by 
human resource practitioners in order to prepare their company for an 
older, but still highly employable, workforce. 
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ABSTRACT 
Employees' feedback-seeking networks at work are important for 
employees' learning and employability. Previous studies, however, have 
often neglected the specificities of the different relationships a single 
employee has at work. We conduct social network analyses in six samples to 
study these relationships in detail. We investigate 1,948 feedback-seeking 
relationships of 107 employees in Austria, India, and the Netherlands and 
study how homophily affects the composition of feedback-seeking networks 
at work and how the composition of these feedback-seeking networks 
influences employees' employability. Results of a meta-analysis across all 
samples show that homophily in terms of function and in terms of tenure 
affects feedback-seeking in the workplace. Furthermore, we note that having 
a largely homogeneous feedback-seeking network has detrimental effects 
on employees employability. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Feedback-seeking, individuals' interpersonal search for information 
to evaluate their behavior (Ashford & Cummings, 1983; Ashford, 1986), is an 
important means increasing learning, motivation, and performance within 
organizations (Van den Bossche, Van Waes, & Van der Rijt, 2013). For 
instance, outcomes such as behavioral change and task performance have 
been found (Anseel, Beatty, Shen, Lievens, & Sackett, 2013). Recently, it was 
found that the information obtained by seeking feedback may not only be 
used for assessing one's capabilities or improving one's effectiveness 
(Vancouver & Morrison, 1995), but may also enhance employees' 
employability (Froehlich, Beausaert, Segers, & Gerken, 2014; Froehlich, 
Beausaert, & Segers, 2014). This study suggest that by informal learning 
from others, employees are able to enhance their expertise and adaptability 
and are thereby empowered to fulfill, acquire, or create work for themselves 
(Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006).  
The relation between feedback-seeking and employability, however, 
was researched at a rather broad level. We still do not sufficiently 
understand how feedback-seeking networks that are beneficial for 
employability look like. How are they different from other employees' 
networks? Previous research has established that feedback-seeking 
relationships do not develop randomly. Instead, homophily – "the tendency 
of agents to associate disproportionately with those having similar traits" 
(Golub & Jackson, 2012, p. 1287) – is an important mechanisms of how 
networks develop.  
In this study, we investigate how homophily affects feedback-seeking 
in the workplace. Furthermore, we research how the composition of one's 
feedback-seeking network affects employees employability. For this reason 
we conduct social network analyses across six samples. In total, we 
investigated 1,948 feedback-seeking relationships of 107 employees in 
Austria, India, and the Netherlands. First, we study how homophily affects 
the composition of feedback-seeking networks at work. Second, we 
investigate how the composition of these feedback-seeking networks affects 
employees' employability. 
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COMPETENCE-BASED EMPLOYABILITY  
The concept of employability evolved over the last century and was 
dynamically adapted to the situation on the labor market. As business 
becomes faster and the rate of innovation accelerates, job descriptions are 
constantly changing. This makes it increasingly inappropriate to define 
employability in terms of specific labor market demands. Instead, Van der 
Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006) suggest a conceptualization of 
employability that is based on a range of broad competencies. Hence we 
define individuals' employability as "the continuous fulfilling, acquiring or 
creating of work through the optimal use of competences" (Van der Heijde & 
Van der Heijden, 2006, p. 453). In other words, the possession of certain 
competencies should allow employees to get, keep, or create work for 
themselves. In turn, organizations benefit from having an employable 
workforce (Fleisher, Khapova, & Jansen, 2014). 
To become or stay employable, a package of competencies (Wright & 
Snell, 1998), that includes social and adaptive competencies (Fugate, Kinicki, 
& Ashforth, 2004; Rodriguez, Patel, Bright, Gregory, & Gowing, 2002) on top 
of technical domain knowledge, needs to be considered. Technical and 
adaptive competencies are especially prevalent in public discourse and 
academic research (Ashford & Taylor, 1990; De Cuyper, Bernhard-Oettel, 
Berntson, De Witte, & Alarco, 2008; De Vos, De Hauw, & Van der Heijden, 
2011) and often targeted by stereotypes against older employees (Brownell 
& Powell, 2013). In addition to occupational expertise (technical knowledge), 
anticipation and optimization (proactive, self-initiated screening and 
preparation for potential changes in job and career requirements and 
conditions), and personal flexibility (reactive adaptation and resilience to 
change) are vital competencies to stay employable (Van der Heijde & Van 
der Heijden, 2006). In other words, we see employees as employable if they 
not only have relevant technical knowledge, but also are attentive to 
contextual changes and resilient towards change imposed on them. 
ENHANCING EMPLOYABILITY VIA FEEDBACK-SEEKING 
Feedback-seeking is the search for information targeted at 
evaluating and reflecting upon work processes and the self (Anseel, Lievens, 
& Levy, 2007). As feedback-seeking often results in increased employee 
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learning and performance, it is an important organizational and individual 
resource (Ashford & Cummings, 1985; Van den Bossche et al., 2013). Indeed, 
feedback-seeking has been related to many positive outcomes such as goal 
attainment (Ammons, 1956), managerial effectiveness (Ashford & Tsui, 
1991), performance (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996), a more accurate self-view 
(Ashford, Blatt, & VandeWalle, 2003), career success (Cheramie, 2013), and 
employability (Froehlich, Beausaert, & Segers, 2014; Van der Heijden, Boon, 
Van der Klink, & Meijs, 2009). 
Informal learning from others – such as feedback-seeking – has also 
been studied from a perspective of social network analysis. For instance, 
Borgatti and Cross (2003) have studied how information-seeking 
relationships can be characterized. Specifically, they suggest that knowledge 
about the source's relevant expertise, access to the source, and the costs of 
seeking information from a particular source are relevant parameters. But 
also similarity in terms of demographic variables – age, tenure, function, 
gender (cf. Qin, Muenjohn, & Chhetri, 2013) – may matter. Indeed, we know 
from sociology that similarity breeds connection (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & 
Cook, 2001). Personal networks are often rather homogeneous in terms of 
demographic characteristics, such as age, gender, or occupation (Ibarra, 
1992; Louch, 2000). These personal networks are also addressed when 
seeking for feedback. This suggests that employees hardly ask a random 
person for feedback (Webster, Freeman, & Aufdemberg, 2001; Yap & 
Harrigan, 2015). Based on this general observation of how personal 
networks are formed, we infer and hypothesize that employees seek more 
feedback from colleagues similar to themselves. 
While many studies have found positive outcomes of feedback-
seeking, Mulder and Ellinger (2013) observe conflicting findings in literature. 
They partly attribute this to varying conceptualizations of what constitutes 
good quality feedback. This suggests that the usefulness of the feedback 
received needs to be considered – not only the frequency of feedback-
seeking. This statement is in line with the findings of Van der Rijt et al. 
(2012), who found that it is much more the quality of the feedback received 
than the quantity that had an impact on perceived career development of 
financial experts. Therefore, we also consider the usefulness of the feedback 
received. Specifically, we posit that employees rate the usefulness of 
152 | FEEDBACK-SEEKING IN THE PERSONAL NETWORK 
 
feedback received from persons similar to themselves to be higher. This 
hypothesis is based on observations that trustworthiness matters when it 
comes to accepting feedback and acting upon it (Ilgen, Fisher, & Taylor, 
1979) and that homophily largely influences the development of trust (Tang, 
Gao, Hu, & Liu, 2013; Winter & Mitesh, 2013).  
Hypothesis 1a: Employees seek more feedback from others that are similar to 
themselves in terms of age, tenure, function, and gender. 
Hypothesis 1b: Employees rate feedback received from others that are similar to 
themselves in terms of age, tenure, function, and gender as more useful. 
What does this mean for employees' employability? Illgen et al. 
(1979) have noted that it is difficult to separate the effects of feedback-
seeking from the source of feedback-seeking. Therefore, the composition of 
one's feedback-seeking network may have effects on employees' learning. In 
turn, this may have implications for their employability (Froehlich, 
Beausaert, & Segers, 2014).  
Previous investigations in the relationship between informal learning 
from others and employability have mainly produced positive findings. For 
instance, Van der Heijden et al. (2009) find networking within and outside 
the own organization to improve all dimensions of employability. Froehlich, 
et al. (2014) find that feedback-seeking from peers, but not from 
supervisors, enhances employability. Van der Rijt et al. (2012) report 
feedback-seeking to affect perceived career development positively among 
employees in an early career stage. They note that it is especially the 
usefulness of feedback sought that improves perceived career development 
– not so the mere frequency of feedback. Positive effects of feedback-
seeking are also noted for related concepts such as career success 
(Cheramie, 2013). 
While positive effects of seeking for useful feedback are prevalent in 
literature, much less focus was put on the role of homophily. We posit, 
however, that homophily is an important constraint when considering 
feedback-seeking and its outcomes such as employability. Specifically, we 
assume that the knowledge within one rather homogeneous group based 
on age, tenure, function, and gender is more similar than within 
heterogeneous groups. Therefore, individuals that are heavily influenced by 
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homophily constrain themselves to only a limited pool of feedback-seeking 
opportunities. Therefore, we hypothesize that individuals learn less for their 
own employability if their feedback-seeking network is characterized by 
homophily. 
Hypothesis 2: Homophilous feedback-seeking networks relate negatively to 
employability in terms of occupational expertise, anticipation and 
optimization, and personal flexibility. 
METHOD 
Sample and setting 
We gathered data in six organizations in Austria, India, and the 
Netherlands (see Table 1). Each of these samples is a complete project team 
or organizational unit. We studied 107 employees and 1,948 ties; nine 
employees did not respond (response rate 92%). Sample A and C are 
academic units. The employees do teaching and research work. Sample B 
and D are projects teams of a large IT implementation program. Specifically, 
the employees work on-site (Sample B) and off-site (Sample D) for the same 
client to develop and implement an IT system. Sample E includes the leaders 
of a variety of units in a bank. They are less involved with daily business, but 
work together as a steering committee. Sample F includes all employees of a 
small social venture. The employees cover the whole range of activities 
needed to run the company. 
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Data collection and measures 
We collected both psychometric and sociometric data. For the 
sociometric data, we presented each respondent a roster of all employees in 
the respective work group or project team. We then asked for the frequency 
of feedback-seeking (from "(almost) never" to "several times a day"). Each 
person also estimated how often he or she is approached by each other 
person for feedback. We calculated the mean out of these two values to get 
an estimate of the frequency of feedback-seeking for each relationship. 
However, the raters diverged on average only 0.5 points on the rating-scale. 
Furthermore, we asked for the usefulness of the feedback received from every 
other person in the network on a 5-point Likert-scale (from "(almost) not 
useful" to "very useful"). 
We assessed the similarity of each pair of employees based on the 
demographic and work-related characteristics of the respondents (age, 
tenure, function, gender). We evaluated for each tie whether the employees 
are of similar age (+/- one SD of the group; the SD was chosen to capture the 
differences in terms of group composition across samples), have similar 
tenure (+/- one SD of the group), work in similar functions (e.g., 
administration, marketing, etc. depending on the specificities of each 
sample), or have the same gender. We then created two adjacency matrices: 
one that includes the frequencies of feedback-seeking only between similar 
employees for each respective characteristic (ω-similar) and one that 
includes all frequencies of feedback-seeking (ω-total). Based on these 
matrices, we calculated the weighted out-degree centrality for all nodes. 
Weighted out degree centrality denotes the number of outgoing ties each 
node has multiplied with the respective frequency of interaction. 
Subsequently, we set the weighted out-degree centrality based on similar 
persons in relation to the total weighted out-degree centrality of the actor in 
terms of feedback-seeking frequency for each characteristic. 
This can be formalized as: 
   
            
 
 
          
 
 
, 
where i is the focal node, j represents all other nodes, N is the total 
number of nodes, ω is the weighted adjacency matrix, in which ωij 
represents the weight of the tie between node i and j. 
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The outcome denotes the percentage of one's sources of feedback 
similar to the actor, ranging from zero (all sources of feedback are different) 
to one (all sources of feedback are similar). 
We gauged employability using three validated subscales by Van der 
Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006): occupational expertise (Sample item: "I 
consider myself competent to engage in in-depth, specialist discussions in 
my job domain."), anticipation and optimization (Sample item: "I take 
responsibility for maintaining my labor market value."), and personal 
flexibility (Sample item: "I adapt to developments within my organization."). 
Respondents answered on a 5-point Likert-scale (1 = almost never, 5 = very 
often). The scales achieved satisfactory Cronbach's alphas (α = 0.92, 0.79, 
and 0.70, respectively). 
Analyses 
To test Hypotheses 1a and 1b, we used the Multicollinearity Robust 
Quadratic Assignment Procedure (MRQAP) to estimate multiple regression 
coefficients in UCINet (Borgatti, Everett, & Freeman, 2002). MRQAP is often 
used to analyze autocorrelated structures, such as social network data 
(Dekker, Krackhardt, & Snijders, 2003). Put differently, this regression 
analysis takes into account the dependencies among the employees (Monge 
& Contractor, 2003). 
After calculating the standardized regression coefficients (β), 
standard errors (SE), and p-values for each sample, we performed a meta-
analysis to estimate the effects shown in the MRQAP-analyses across all 
samples. For this purpose, we calculated three statistics: the Q-statistic, the 
summary effect (  ), and the overall level of significance. For the Q-statistic, 
which assesses heterogeneity across the samples (Schmidt & Hunter, 2015), 
we used the procedure proposed by Krackhardt and Kilduff (1999) that 
considers issues of autocorrelation: 
    
        
    
     , 
where    is the regression coefficient of each sample,       is the 
study weight (i.e., its inverse variance), and   is the number of samples. The 
summary effect size    was calculated by: 
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. 
The significance of the summary effect size    was calculated by 
using Fisher's (Fisher, 1925) combined probability test: 
          
 
   , 
where    is the one-sided p-value of each sample. 
We performed multiple regression analyses to test Hypothesis 2, 
using chronological age, tenure, gender, and organizational background as 
control variables. 
RESULTS 
We hypothesized that employees seek more feedback from 
colleagues that are similar to themselves in terms of age, tenure, function, 
and gender. We hypothesized that employees seek more feedback from 
colleagues that are similar to themselves in terms of age, tenure, function, 
and gender. Table 2 shows the results of the MRQAP. We find evidence that 
employees seek feedback more often from colleagues that work in the same 
function (five samples; from β = 0.23, p < 0.05 to β = 0.39, p < 0.01) and have 
the same gender (sample B: β = 0.17, p < 0.05). Conversely, employees 
addressed colleagues of a different age more readily in sample F (β = -0.14, 
p < 0.10). For colleagues with a similar tenure we found both positive 
(sample D: β = 0.08, p < 0.05) and negative (sample C: β = -0.15, p < 0.10) 
relationships with feedback-seeking frequency. The independent variables 
explained a variance in feedback-seeking frequency of up to 20% (in sample 
A). 
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Table 2: Standardized results of the Matrix Multiple Regression via Double-
Dekker Semi-Partialling analyses with feedback-seeking frequency as 
dependent variable. 
 Sample 
 A B C D E F 
R² .20** .16** .07** .13** .01 .17** 
Similar Age -.07 .04 -.01 -.01 -.02 .14 
Similar Tenure -.02 .03 -.15 .08* .01 .02 
Similar Function .39** .37** .23* .35** .06 .37** 
Same Gender -.26 .17** -.05 -.08 -.05 -.01 
* p < .05; ** p < .01. 
 
Table 3 shows a similar pattern for the effects on the perceived 
usefulness of feedback. Employees perceive feedback more useful from 
colleagues that work in the same function (five samples; from β = 0.17, p < 
0.05 to β = 0.45, p < 0.01) and that have a similar tenure (sample D: β = 0.19, 
p < 0.05; sample E: β = 0.18, p < 0.10). We found mixed results for colleagues 
of a similar age (sample F: β = 0.17, p < 0.05; sample D: β = -0.13, p < 0.10) 
and the same gender (sample B: β = 0.16, p < 0.01; sample D: β = -0.16, p < 
0.10). The independent variables explained a variance in perceived 
usefulness of feedback of up to 23% (in sample A). 
Table 3: Standardized results of the Matrix Multiple Regression via Double-
Dekker Semi-Partialling analyses with perceived usefulness of feedback as 
dependent variable. 
 Sample 
 A B C D E F 
R² .23** .10** .05* .09** .03 .14** 
Similar Age -.14 .06 -.02 -.13 -.10 .17* 
Similar Tenure -.03 .11 -.15 .19* .18 .02 
Similar Function .45** .25** .17* .19** -.01 .32** 
Same Gender -.22 .16** -.09 -.16 -.05 .01 
* p < .05; ** p < .01. 
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Table 4 shows the results of the meta-analysis. The Q-statistics show 
that heterogeneity was found only for the relationship between same 
function and feedback-seeking frequency (Q = 21.41, p < 0.01). We found a 
strong and significant summary effect on feedback-seeking frequency of 
same function (β+ = 0.31, p < 0.01). This means that across samples, 
employees were more likely to seek feedback from colleagues that work in a 
similar function, which indicates homophily. Therefore, Hypothesis 1a is only 
partially supported. 
For the MRQAP analyses of the perceived usefulness of the feedback 
received, the effect sizes were homogeneous across all independent 
variables. We found a strong summary effect of same function (β+ = 0.19, p < 
0.01) and a small effect for same tenure (β+ = 0.05, p < 0.10). This supports 
Hypothesis 1b for experience and function. 
Table 4: Combined results of the Matrix Multiple Regression via Double-
Dekker Semi-Partialling analyses (df = 5). 
 Frequency Usefulness 
 Q β+ Q β+ 
Similar Age 0.51 .00 0.67 -.02 
Similar Tenure 1.28 .04 0.48 .05 
Similar Function 21.41** .31** 3.89 .19** 
Same Gender 1.94 -.02 0.86 -.03 
* p < .05; ** p < .01. 
 
In the linear multiple regression analyses (Table 5), we find that 
homophily in terms of function relates negatively to anticipation and 
optimization (β = -1.11, p < 0.01) and personal flexibility (β = -0.99, p < 0.05). 
Similarly, homophily in terms of age relates negatively to occupational 
expertise (β = -0.74, p < 0.05). These findings suggest that feedback-seeking 
networks largely composed out of people of similar age and that work in a 
similar function relative to the feedback seeker are not helpful for one's 
employability. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is partially confirmed. Conversely, 
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homophily in terms of tenure and gender relate positively to personal 
flexibility (β = 0.75, p < 0.05) and occupational expertise (β = 0.74, p < 0.05), 
respectively. As concerns the control variables, we note negative effects of 
chronological age on occupational expertise (β = -0.03, p < 0.05) and 
differences between the participating organizations. In total, the model 
explains a fifth to a quarter of the employability scales (R
² 
= 0.17 to 0.27).  
Table 5: Unstandardized results of the linear multiple regression analyses. 
 Occupational 
Expertise 
Anticipation & 
Optimization 
Personal 
Flexibility 
R² .24** .17 .27** 
Chronological Age -.03* -.02 .00 
Tenure .02 .00 .02 
Gender .13 -.17 -.10 
Sector 2 .23 .34 .54** 
Sector 3 .66** .16 .35 
Sector 4 .60 .61 1.35** 
% similar Age -.74* -.06 -.01 
% similar Tenure -.23 .51 .75* 
% similar Function -.64 -1.11** -.99* 
% same Gender .74* .18 .08 
* p < .05; ** p < .01. 
 
DISCUSSION 
We set out to investigate how homophily relates to feedback-seeking 
in the workplace and employees' employability. We hypothesized that 
employees tend to seek feedback from colleagues that are similar to 
themselves. Additionally, we proposed that the feedback received from 
similar sources is perceived to be more useful. The meta-analysis across six 
organization shows that employees go to colleagues that are similar to 
themselves for feedback more often and that the feedback received from 
these sources is perceived as more useful. In addition, we have found that 
similarity in terms of tenure relates positively to the perceived usefulness of 
the feedback received. These relationships can be explained by the principle 
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of homophily – the tendency of people to favor similar others (McPherson et 
al., 2001). At the same time, we note that having a largely homogeneous 
feedback-seeking network may have detrimental effects on one's 
employability. Specifically, we find negative effects of a homogeneous 
network in terms of function. While homophily in terms of function hinders 
anticipation and optimization and personal flexibility, there is no effect on 
occupational expertise. One reason for this might be that colleagues outside 
the own function have access to different information. Therefore, a 
feedback-seeking network that consists mainly of colleagues in the same 
function has limited potential to access information outside the main 
domain of work. This limits one's potential to become aware of trends in this 
area. But when it comes to the technical expertise needed for the tasks at 
hand, this information is not very relevant. Accordingly, we do not find a 
negative effect of homophily in terms of function on occupational expertise. 
Interestingly, the sociometric data reveals that the employees themselves 
judge the feedback received from their colleagues in the same function as 
more useful. This contradiction may result from the definition of usefulness 
the respondents had in mind when answering the questionnaire. For 
instance, usefulness may be perceived to be high when the feedback helps 
to resolve an immediate issue. Taking the long term perspective and relating 
the usefulness to the impact on one's employability, which also includes 
other competences such as flexibility, may be less common. 
Furthermore, we find a negative relationship between a 
homogeneous feedback-seeking network in terms of age and occupational 
expertise. To the best of our knowledge, this has not been investigated 
before. However, one possible reason for this is that the knowledge and 
skills are different, but compatible across age groups. For instance, younger 
employees may contribute important knowledge of how to use IT more 
efficiently, while older employees may give helpful advice for social 
relationships and general conduct of work. Eventually, all of these 
competences are needed to remain employable. Therefore, seeking 
feedback also from colleagues of other age groups is beneficial. 
The findings show a positive relationship of homogeneous feedback-
seeking networks in terms of tenure and personal flexibility. This indicates 
that employees that predominantly contact colleagues with a similar 
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amount of experience of work feel better prepared to adapt to changes in 
their job. One explanation for this may be that people of similar tenure are 
in comparable career situations. For instance, two newly appointed 
managers may learn a lot from giving each other feedback about how to 
adapt to the new tasks assigned to them. Feedback-seeking from colleagues 
that have no management experience or that are in much senior positions 
may not be that applicable. This is also reflected by the sociometric data, 
where we find that feedback received from colleagues with similar tenure is 
perceived as more useful. 
In sum, while previous research has investigated the effects of 
feedback-seeking on employability (e.g., Froehlich, Beausaert, Segers, et al., 
2014), we extend the body of literature by considering the sources of 
feedback-seeking and by considering the composition of employees' 
feedback-seeking networks. The findings suggest that employees are more 
likely to ask colleagues similar to themselves for feedback. However, having 
a highly homogeneous feedback-seeking network is not always beneficial for 
one's employability. Practitioners may consider intervening into the network 
to facilitate ties between different people. For instance, this may include 
assigning tasks to pairs of previously unrelated colleagues with different 
backgrounds or a general awareness training about one's social network in 
the workplace. 
LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
The meta-analytic strategy applied in this research allowed to find 
effects that are significant across the samples under study. The MRQAP 
analyses of individual samples (cf. Tables 2 and 3), however, show varying 
patterns of effects in the samples. This exploratory research cannot fully 
explain why these differences exist. Specifically, while there are many 
potential differences between the groups – for instance, in terms of climate 
concerning diversity (Chrobot-Mason & Aramovich, 2013) or group 
composition – our research does not capture all of these variables. 
Interestingly, while our model explained a significant part of the variance in 
the MRQAP analyses in five samples, no significant relationships were found 
for sample E. One apparent difference between sample E and the other 
samples is the content of work: Sample E is a steering committee with its 
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members spread across organizational units. Consequently, their work is 
less focused on technical details, but more on coordinating and managing. 
Future research may consider the different tasks and work goals. 
Social network analysis demands that boundaries are set that define 
who is in the network and who is not (Borgatti, Everett, & Johnson, 2013). We 
based our decision on the assumption that the most relevant sources for 
feedback are available in the same organizational unit. The strong effects of 
homogeneity in terms of function on the frequency and perceived 
usefulness of feedback-seeking support this assumption. However, informal 
learning from others – such as feedback-seeking – may cross formal 
organizational boundaries. For example, acquaintances that work at 
different departments or organizations, members of the same sports club, 
or family members may also be good sources for feedback. Future research 
may also make use of approaches that are more liberal in that respect, like 
ego-social network analyses or qualitative methods. 
The measurement of constructs used presents another challenge. 
The self-reported scores of feedback-seeking and employability may raise 
concerns about common method variance (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). 
However, self-appraised employability scores are well supported by theory 
and empirical evidence (Dries, Forrier, De Vos, & Pepermans, 2014; 
Kinnunen, Mäkikangas, Mauno, Siponen, & Nätti, 2011). Also, both the 
source and the target were asked about the frequency about the feedback-
seeking relationship. Nevertheless, future research may use different 
methods and different sources. After all, previous research found 
employees to rate themselves higher than their employers (Van der Heijde & 
Van der Heijden, 2006) and higher than their labor market success would 
suggest (Patrickson & Ranzijn, 2003). 
CONCLUSION 
The research highlights that the way feedback networks develop 
may not be the best one to enhance the workforce's employability. 
Specifically, while there is a tendency of employees to ask colleagues similar 
to themselves, this does not always translate into receiving the most useful 
feedback. We challenge human resource managers to take a more active 
role in designing these feedback seeking activities and relationship. 
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 
As the population ages and governments revise policies to 
encourage longer working lives (Bal, Kooij, & Rousseau, 2015a; Billett, 2011; 
Department for Business Innovation and Skills, 2011), the workforce in 
organizations is becoming older (Anderson, 2013; Loch, Sting, Bauer, & 
Mauermann, 2010). At the same time, due to increasing global competition 
and the accelerated rate of innovation, the workplace is becoming more and 
more dynamic. Given those facts, how does the aging workforce fit into the 
picture of a dynamic business environment? Common stereotypes often 
cast doubt on the ability of older employees to learn and adapt to changes. 
This questions older employees' employability, their competence to 
continuously fulfill and acquire work for themselves (Van der Heijde & Van 
der Heijden, 2006). 
In this dissertation, we chose a learning perspective to investigate 
the relationship between chronological age and employability. In Chapter 2, 
we proposed a model that explains the relationship between chronological 
age and employability via two groups of mediators: motivation and learning 
activities (see Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1: Research model of this dissertation. 
We argued that relating chronological age directly to employability, 
which is common in workplace stereotypes, underestimates the complexity 
of the relationship. First, this is because chronological age is composed of 
different effects, such as effects of the time or period, which cannot be 
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disentangled from each other (Hall, Mairesse, & Turner, 2007). Second, older 
workers are a very heterogeneous group (Bal, Kooij, & Rousseau, 2015b; 
Staudinger & Bowen, 2011), which often makes it difficult to generalize 
findings over the entire population of older employees. Third, individuals 
cannot change their chronological age. Despite that, human resource 
managers need to find drivers of employability upon which they can act. 
Therefore, in this dissertation, we studied the role of motivation and 
learning activities. 
We proposed that employees' motivation plays a key role, as 
previous research suggests that the motivation to develop one's 
competences changes with age (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Lang & Carstensen, 
2002). We focused on two theories that have been applied in the context of 
an aging workforce: socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 2006) and 
goal orientation theory (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). First, socioemotional 
selectivity theory argues that people's goals change as they age. Older 
people focus more on achieving emotional balance than on developing their 
competences (Lang & Carstensen, 2002). In line with this theory, we argued 
that a focus on opportunities in future life enhances employability, while a 
focus on the limitations is negatively related to employability. Second, goal 
orientation theory proposes that individuals define, approach, and respond 
to achievement situations differently depending on a set of beliefs and 
attributions concerning competence (Brett & VandeWalle, 1999; Van 
Dierendonck & Van der Gaast, 2013). Previous work suggested that this set 
of beliefs and attributions changes with age: older people are more oriented 
towards maintaining their status (Ebner, Freund, & Baltes, 2006; Ogilvie, 
Rose, & Heppen, 2010) and show a distinct decrease in growth motives 
(Kooij, De Lange, Jansen, Kanfer, & Dikkers, 2011). 
Motivation alone, however, is hardly enough to develop 
competences and remain employable. Therefore, we also took a learning 
perspective in this dissertation. We hypothesized that motivated employees 
are more eager to undertake formal and informal learning activities, which 
enhances their employability. Formal learning consists of all the learning 
inside structures created for that purpose, such as seminars, lectures, or 
workshops (CEDEFOP, 2008). Informal learning is less pre-structured, more 
controlled by the learner, embedded in daily working activities, and may 
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happen unconsciously (cf. Livingstone, 2001; Marsick & Watkins, 2001). This 
includes, for instance, learning by doing the job, exchanging information and 
feedback with others, or seeking help. Specifically, in this dissertation, we 
focused on informal learning from others in terms of proactive information-, 
feedback-, and help-seeking. We chose this approach because previous 
research has indicated that this social aspect of informal learning is highly 
important (Bamberger, 2009; Eraut, 2007).  
We tested this model in four empirical studies and each study 
highlighted a different part of the model. In sum, the empirical chapters 
showed that the model explains how chronological age, motivation, and 
learning activities relate to employability. We learned three important points 
regarding employability from the considered empirical studies: 
 learning activities matter, 
 motivation matters, and 
 chronological age affects employability indirectly. 
Learning activities matter 
We found evidence for the hypothesized positive relationship 
between learning activities and employability in Chapters 3 and 5. In 
Chapter 3, we examined the effects of chronological age and formal and 
informal learning activities on employability. In our sample of 780 
employees of three Dutch and Austrian organizations, we found that both 
formal learning and informal learning from others increase employees' 
employability. However, each type of learning contributes to different 
components of employability. This study contributed further evidence for 
the relationships of chronological age and formal and informal learning on 
employability. It extended previous literature by suggesting that the 
different forms of learning – formal learning, information-seeking, feedback-
seeking, and help-seeking – have different effects on the dimensions of 
employability. Therefore, a variety of learning activities is helpful in 
developing all the competences needed to remain employable. In Chapter 5, 
we found positive relationships between informal learning from others and 
four dimensions of employability: anticipation and optimization, personal 
flexibility, corporate sense, and balance. These findings are in line with 
previous research (Froehlich, Beausaert, Segers, & Gerken, 2014; Van der 
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Heijden, Boon, Van der Klink, & Meijs, 2009; Van der Klink, Van der Heijden, 
Boon, & Williams van Rooij, 2014).  
These findings suggest that learning activities are effective means of 
developing the competences to fulfill, acquire, or create work, which is in 
line with our propositions (see Chapter 2) and earlier research that has 
found positive relationships between learning activities and employability 
(De Vos, De Hauw, & Van der Heijden, 2011; Groot & Van den Brink, 2000; 
Van der Heijden et al., 2009). Our finding that formal learning affected only 
anticipation and optimization, whereas informal learning from others also 
stimulated occupational expertise and personal flexibility, adds an 
important nuance that suggests two things. First, employees' social 
networks at work affect their employability. By asking for feedback, help, 
and information, employees connect to important sources for learning and 
for shaping their expertise and flexibility. Second, learning in more formal 
settings, such as seminars or lectures, may be especially useful for learning 
about new developments and trends. Subsequently, this information will 
help employees adapt to the requirements of the future labor market. In 
sum, this suggests that both forms of learning are compatible with each 
other when it comes to developing employability  
In Chapter 6, we focused on the aspect of learning from others using 
social network analysis. This approach allowed us to investigate the nuances 
of informal learning from others in the workplace. Previous research has 
established that informal learning from others enhances employees' 
employability. This study extended that strand of research by investigating 
how the demographic attributes of feedback sources make a difference. 
Specifically, we tested whether homophily, the tendency of employees to 
connect with similar co-workers, impacts the feedback-seeking network in 
an organization. In this analysis of 1,948 feedback-seeking relationships of 
107 employees in Austria, India, and the Netherlands, we found that in some 
organizations, people seek more feedback from colleagues that are similar 
in terms of function, tenure, chronological age, or gender. This is in line with 
previous research arguing that homophily structures network ties (e.g., 
Apfelbaum, Phillips, & Richeson, 2014; McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 
2001). At the same time, however, this structuring has negative effects on 
employability if homophily leads to a somewhat homogeneous feedback-
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seeking network at work. This can be explained by the limited scope of 
knowledge and information that circulates in rather homogeneous 
networks. Also, having ties to other groups of people potentially enriches 
the perspectives that can be accessed. This phenomenon was described in 
more detail by Granovetter's (1973) concept of "weak ties". It implies that 
maintaining relationships outside the core of one's work may also be 
beneficial for one's employability. At the same time, it stresses the need to 
be conscious of one's feedback sources. Hearing homogeneous feedback 
from a homogeneous group of people is not only limiting, but also a 
potential source of bias. For example, homogeneity within a network has 
been found to be an antecedent to groupthink (Janis, 1982; Park, 1990). The 
findings of the social network analyses suggest that the formation of ties 
between dissimilar employees may require support or encouragement. For 
instance, this may include assigning tasks to pairs of previously unrelated 
colleagues with different backgrounds or awareness training about one's 
social network within the workplace. 
Motivation matters 
Having found positive effects from activities of formal learning and 
informal learning from others, the question remained of what triggered 
these learning activities. Why did some employees actively pursue learning 
activities while others did not? We took a motivational perspective to study 
age-related antecedents of employability to better understand the 
relationship between chronological age and employability. Specifically, we 
investigated the relationships of future time perspective (Carstensen, 2006) 
and goal orientation (Elliot & McGregor, 2001) with employability (Van der 
Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). In Chapter 4, we conducted quantitative, 
cross-sectional survey research among 282 employees of three Dutch and 
Austrian organizations. Using structural equation modeling, we found that 
future time perspective and goal orientation strongly relate to employability. 
Additionally, chronological age affects employability indirectly via perceived 
remaining opportunities. This study contributes evidence for the 
relationships of chronological age, future time perspective, and goal 
orientation with employability. Specifically, the findings advise human 
resource managers to promote mastery and performance approach 
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orientations and an extensive future time perspective. In addition, the study 
expands previous knowledge by suggesting a mechanism by which 
chronological age affects employability indirectly. Instead of focusing on a 
variable that cannot be influenced, chronological age, our research hints at 
the potential of targeting employees' motivation. 
These effects of opportunity focus, mastery approach orientation, 
and performance approach orientation are in line with our hypotheses. 
Specifically, we argued that having an opportunity focus increases the value 
of undertaking learning activities (Lang & Carstensen, 2002). For instance, if 
an employee sees the potential for being promoted, she may feel more 
motivated to undertake learning activities to meet the requirements to be 
promoted. Contrarily, if the expectation is that she will not be promoted in 
her remaining working life, no matter how qualified she is, there is less value 
ascribed to undertaking learning activities. Consequently, the employee 
might focus less on learning. A similar rationale may be applied to the 
effects of mastery and performance goal orientation. Here, the valence 
employees ascribe to competence matters (Janssen & Prins, 2007). 
Employees that aim to develop their competences (mastery approach) or, to 
a lesser extent, that want to demonstrate their competence to others 
(performance approach), are interested in engaging in learning activities. 
In Chapter 5, we have found evidence that an opportunity focus 
does stimulate informal learning from others among the 167 Austrian 
consultants under consideration. We therefore extend the body of 
knowledge by finding a positive indirect relationship between opportunity 
focus and employability via informal learning from others. This finding 
means that employees with an opportunity focus are more likely to 
proactively seek feedback and help from others in the workplace. This, in 
turn, helps them to develop the necessary competences to stay employable. 
Furthermore, this study creates a link between the literature about older 
employees’ motivation and future time perspective (De Lange, Bal, Van der 
Heijden, De Jong, & Schaufeli, 2011; Gegenfurtner & Vauras, 2012; Kooij, Bal, 
& Kanfer, 2014) and adds insight about learning for employability (e.g., Van 
der Heijden et al., 2009), which was previously missing. This study 
complements another ongoing research project investigating the 
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relationship between goal orientation, informal learning from others, and 
employability (Aasma, Froehlich, & Beausaert, manuscript in preparation). 
Managers who are concerned about their (older) employees' 
motivation may adopt a variety of strategies to support opportunity focus 
and approach orientations. Measures may include, for example, clarifying 
learning activities' utility ex-ante (Simons, Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Lacante, 
2004), making the connection between work-related learning and personal 
goals more explicit (Phalet, Andriessen, & Lens, 2004), facilitating long-term 
planning and personal development plans (Beausaert, Segers, Van der Rijt, & 
Gijselaers, 2011; Gellert, Ziegelmann, Lippke, & Schwarzer, 2012), offering 
goal orientation training (Noordzij, Van Hooft, Van Mierlo, Van Dam, & Born, 
2013), evaluating employees on their progress and improvement (Ames, 
1992), or creating more tolerance towards errors and accepting them as a 
part of the learning process (Van Yperen & Orehek, 2013). 
Chronological age affects employability indirectly 
The results of the studies did not show consistent effects of 
chronological age on the dimensions of employability. However, the 
mediation analyses showed indirect effects of chronological age on 
employability via formal learning (Chapter 3) and via opportunity focus 
(Chapter 4). This is because chronological age relates negatively to formal 
learning and opportunity focus, which would otherwise have positive effects 
on employability. The negative link between chronological age and formal 
learning and opportunity focus is in line with findings from earlier research 
(Grima, 2011; Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Lang & Carstensen, 2002; 
Livingstone, 1999; Urwin, 2006; Van Vianen, Dalhoeven, & De Pater, 2011; 
Warr & Birdi, 1998; Warr, 2001; Zacher & Frese, 2009, 2011). One reason for 
this is that the employer is more likely to invest resources in those 
employees who are more likely to remain longer in the workforce, rather 
than those who may retire soon. We did not find such an indirect effect via 
informal learning from others. This can be explained by the employees' 
relative independence from their employers’ resources when engaging in 
social learning activities. Activities such as asking for information, feedback, 
and help do not typically require the formal allocation of company 
resources. Therefore, the employees have more freedom to take such 
178 | GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 
developmental actions. These findings increase our understanding of how 
chronological age and employability are linked. While previous literature has 
raised criticism concerning the usage of chronological age as a predictor 
(Carstensen, 2006; Staudinger & Bowen, 2011), mediators between 
chronological age and employability have received little attention so far. 
DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
Further research may extend the theoretical framework and the 
empirical evidence presented in this dissertation in various ways. We focus 
on three avenues for further research that we deem especially important: 
 the consideration of contextual aspects other than social 
relationships,  
  a more thorough analysis of the relevant scope of 
employees' feedback-seeking networks, the content of 
learning from others, and the process of learning from 
others, and 
 further review of the employability concept regarding its 
measurement, dimensionality, and impact on the 
organization. 
Considering the importance of non-social contextual influences 
Previous studies show that context matters for learning (Eraut, 
2007). In this dissertation, we honor that statement in two respects. First, we 
conducted empirical studies across a wide range of contexts – in terms of 
both industry (e.g., consulting, education, information technology, public 
sector, start-ups) and countries (Austria, The Netherlands, India). This allows 
for more generalizable statements than if the research had been solely 
conducted in homogeneous environments. At the same time, differences 
among the participating organizations that cannot be fully explained by our 
data became apparent. For example, different national, sectoral, and 
organizational cultures may play a role. Specifically, previous research 
suggests that the climates towards learning (Froehlich, Segers, & Van den 
Bossche, 2014; Froehlich, 2014) and towards age (Staudinger & Bowen, 
2011) both play a role for (older) employees’ work-related learning. Further 
research could study these contextual influences in greater detail. 
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Second, we have focused on employees’ social context. We did so 
because previous research has stressed the importance of the social 
environment for learning (e.g., Boud & Middleton, 2003; Eraut, 2007). 
Therefore, we focused on informal learning from others: information-, 
feedback-, and help-seeking. This focus is most prevalent in Chapter 6, 
where we analyze employees' feedback-seeking using social network 
analysis. Future research may also consider other features of the context 
and use a broader definition of informal learning, for example by including 
the learning value of the tasks. This may include features such as task 
variety or task complexity, which have been found to affect older people's 
decision-making and learning (Finucane, Mertz, Slovic, & Schmidt, 2005; 
Nembhard, 2000; Queen, Hess, Ennis, Dowd, & Grühn, 2012). Put differently, 
the conceptualization of informal learning may be extended to include more 
than merely learning from others. For example, in an ongoing and related 
research project, we investigate the role of task variety (Withey, Daft, & 
Cooper, 1983) and the learning value of the job (Van der Heijden et al., 2009) 
for employees' employability in Dutch and German organizations (Kremer, 
Froehlich, & Segers, manuscript in preparation). 
Learning from others: From whom, what, and how? 
Future research can extend our findings in three important 
directions. First, the scope of the network may be extended. In this 
dissertation, we focused on the role of one's colleagues and supervisors for 
learning. The rationale behind this was that this group of people is more 
acquainted with the topics at work and will therefore be able to provide 
relevant and useful information, feedback, and help. We assume that 
members of this group have, on average, the greatest impact. However, 
people external to this group may also be a valuable source for learning. For 
instance, friends that work at different organizations may be helpful for 
discovering new trends (anticipation & optimization) or information may be 
exchanged in communities of practice that do not match the formal 
structure of the organization (Rehm, Gijselaers, & Segers, 2014). Also, 
contacts through sports clubs, family members, or charities may influence 
one's employability. Now that we have elaborated on the role of colleagues 
and supervisors for learning in terms of employability, we may extend this 
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focus to also include other people. In a similar vein, future research may 
consider aspects other than homophily that shape feedback-seeking from 
others. In this research, we have exclusively focused on demographic 
aspects, which have been found to be very influential in previous research 
(McPherson et al., 2001). Nevertheless, other concepts such as willingness to 
share (Wiese et al., 2011) or similarity in terms of values (Curry & Kenny, 
1974) may be explored. For instance, in an ongoing longitudinal research 
project, we investigate the role of similar personal feedback preferences 
(Frieling, Froehlich, & Van den Bossche, manuscript in preparation). 
Second, future research may investigate the content of information-, 
feedback-, and help-seeking instances. This is important, as previous 
research has found that, at times, feedback-seeking actually reduces 
performance (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996, 1998). Future research, therefore, also 
needs to consider what is learned from others. This calls for a more 
qualitative approach to study informal learning from others to complement 
the findings of this dissertation. 
Third, the process of learning could be studied more closely. For 
instance, the learning strategies (Froehlich, Segers, et al., 2014) employed by 
the employees could be researched to give additional insight into how to 
facilitate learning for employability. A recent study has researched the 
relationship between chronological age, approaches to learning, and a 
variety of outcomes, such as job performance and skills development 
(Froehlich, 2014). Similar to the theme of this dissertation, this study has 
found that the relationship between chronological age and learning 
outcomes is partially mediated by learning approaches. Therefore, future 
research may study this aspect of the learning process and how it relates to 
employability in greater detail. 
Employability: Reconsidering measurement, dimensionality, and 
organizational benefits 
Future research may consider three themes about employability. 
First, the conceptualization and measurement of employability as self-
perceived employability requires reflection. In this dissertation, we have 
used self-rated instruments to gauge employability. This is in line with 
previous studies, which suggest that perceived employability is more 
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important than potential employers' rating. After all, employees act based 
on their own perceptions (Dries, Forrier, De Vos, & Pepermans, 2014). The 
importance of self-appraised employability can be inferred from Lazarus 
and Folkman's (1984) transactional stress theory (Kinnunen, Mäkikangas, 
Mauno, Siponen, & Nätti, 2011). This theory postulates that stress arises 
when people perceive that they cannot cope with the environment's 
demands (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). Consequently, employees who 
perceive themselves as highly employable feel less threatened by the 
environment and experience less strain (Berntson & Marklund, 2007). 
Nevertheless, research has found that employees appraise their 
employability differently than their supervisors do (Van der Heijden, 
Gorgievski, & De Lange, 2015). The employer's perspective can hardly be 
ignored, since decisions made by the employer, such as lay-offs or 
promotions, can affect employees' perception of their own employability. 
Therefore, future research may consider multiple sources to estimate 
employee's employability. In a different vein, it needs to be recognized that 
self-perceived employability may not only be improved by developmental 
measures that improve employees' competences, but also by raising 
awareness about the competences that employees already possess and the 
opportunities they provide. Further research may investigate how 
interventions that allow employees to take stock of their competences and 
to assess their opportunities on the labor market affect their self-perceived 
employability. 
Second, the dimensions of employability and their interrelations 
need to be considered. Throughout this dissertation, we included multiple 
dimensions of employability for each empirical study, for which we expected 
similar results. For instance, in Chapter 3, we hypothesized positive effects 
of informal learning from others on occupational expertise, anticipation and 
optimization, and personal flexibility. We did so because previous research 
offers little guidance concerning different effects of learning on different 
dimensions of employability. However, some of our studies found different 
effects for different dimensions of employability. This hints at potential 
differences between the dimensions that have not yet been empirically 
explored. Dependencies between the dimensions need to be recognized. 
For instance, a certain degree of job-specific occupational expertise may be 
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needed to assess which upcoming trends are relevant and will have an 
impact (anticipation and optimization). Also, a high level of occupational 
expertise may make it easier to adjust to change (personal flexibility) or 
serve the organization's goals and exert control (corporate sense). 
Preliminary findings of a recent investigation using Rasch analysis (Froehlich, 
Liu, & Van der Heijden, 2015) support this view. The evidence suggests that 
occupational expertise is needed even for a low level of employability, while 
the more generic competences, such as anticipation and optimization and 
corporate sense, become more important for employees with higher levels 
of employability. 
Organizations that offer developmental environments for 
employability are potentially more attractive for employees. However, more 
direct positive effects of employability on the bottom have also been 
suggested by Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006). For example, a 
workforce that has sufficient occupational expertise and a good grasp of 
current trends and developments may be important for producing 
innovations. For instance, two recent studies suggest that employability 
positively enhances innovative work behavior (Froehlich, Messmann, Le Van, 
Beausaert, & Segers, 2015; Stoffers, Van der Heijden, & Notelaers, 2014), 
which encompasses all activities to develop innovations (Messmann & 
Mulder, 2012). In sum, future research may consider the organizational 
outcomes of an employable workforce more explicitly. 
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Valorization Addendum 
INTRODUCTION 
In this valorization addendum, we discuss the possibilities of how 
the knowledge created in this dissertation is transferred into practice. We 
begin with analyzing three relevant groups of stakeholders. Subsequently, 
we list the products and activities that aid the implementation in practice 
that emerged during the research process and beyond. 
SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC RELEVANCE FOR THREE TARGET GROUPS 
Next to the academic community, the findings of this dissertation 
are especially relevant to three groups of stakeholders: national and 
supranational policymakers and policy advisors, companies and consultants, 
and individuals. 
National and supranational policymakers and policy advisors 
The demographic shift puts enormous stress on the welfare state: 
an older population means more health expenditures, more pension 
payments, and less taxes. Therefore, many governments increased the 
default retirement age. However, statistics show that many people drop out 
of the workforce well before the retirement date (OECD, 2014). This may 
indicate a lack of employees' ability to create and fulfill work for themselves 
(employability; cf. Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). Therefore, 
raising the level of the labor force's employability is a primary goal of 
national and supranational policymakers. For instance, the European 
Commission's EUROPE 2020 program prioritizes inclusive growth (European 
Commission, 2010). This means, amongst others, that the employment rates 
of women, younger, and older workers should be increased. 
Another example is the certification process initiated by the Austrian 
government, in which Austrian companies can get certified as having good 
and fair age management practices in place (Federal Ministry of Labour 
Social Affairs and Consumer Protection, 2015). To a large extent, this 
certification focuses on issues in the domain of health management. 
Especially for information-based work, which is increasing in the Western 
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societies, the physical requirements to work are relatively low. The findings 
of this dissertation suggest to also pay attention to the competences needed 
to create and fulfill work for oneself on top of the physical requirements of 
working. 
Companies, other organizational entities, and consultants 
The demographic shift hits organizations, too (Loch, Sting, Bauer, & 
Mauermann, 2010). The findings of this dissertation and the products 
generated in the process of doing the research are aimed at helping 
organizations to meet this challenge. This is reflected by the fact that the 
project was funded by A+O Metalelektro, an association of companies that 
includes more than 159,000 people in the metal-electro sector (A+O 
Metalelektro, 2015). 
First, organizations may use the "From Learning 2 Innovation" 
application (Froehlich, 2014a) to get an overview of their workforce's 
informal learning from others and a benchmark against other companies. 
What is more, suggestions of what specific changes may be implemented 
can be offered upon this analysis. For example, the results may show that 
the level of interaction between the employees is relatively low. To stimulate 
informal learning from others, it might be feasible to re-structure the task 
packages, so that people have to collaborate with each other, rather than 
working in parallel. Also, interested companies find information about the 
topic and contact information of the researchers involved in the project on 
the homepage of the project. To further reduce the gap between academia 
and practice, we have published also in practitioners' journals (Beausaert, 
Van Erp, Froehlich, Segers, & Gerken, 2014) and gave presentations in non-
academic settings (e.g., Froehlich, 2012a, 2012b, 2014b). In the next year, we 
will intensify this effort. 
Second, the findings of this dissertation provide pathways that help 
organizations in supporting their employees' development of employability. 
 While data about chronological age is often cheaply and readily 
accessible, other factors may be more useful for decision-making 
(Zacher, Heusner, Schmitz, Zwierzanska, & Frese, 2010). Human 
resource management practices are often targeted at a certain 
age group of workers (Kooij, Jansen, Dikkers, & De Lange, 2014). 
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However, our results indicate that it might not be the age per se 
that matter when it comes to, for example, the undertaking of 
developmental measures, but future time perspective. 
 Organizations may educate against ageism, for example by 
fostering high-quality intergenerational contact (Iweins, 
Desmette, Yzerbyt, & Stinglhamber, 2013) or offering age 
awareness trainings (Armstrong-Stassen & Templer, 2005), and 
reconsider their human resource management approach 
towards older employees (Kooij et al., 2013, 2014). 
 Employees' learning should be supported and stimulated – 
irrespective of the employees' age. For employees it is especially 
important to be aware about the strong effects of informal 
learning from others in their professional network on their 
employability and to become proactive in exploiting these 
learning opportunities. 
Third, companies may also use the knowledge gained from this 
dissertation to attract new employees and to retain old ones. Since 
companies do not provide the same level of job security as they did a few 
decades ago, having the competences to be employable matters (Dries, 
Forrier, De Vos, & Pepermans, 2014). Offering a job that will enhance 
people's employability is therefore an attractive selling point on the labor 
market. 
Fourth, for consultants, the social network analyses presented in 
Chapter 6 is an interesting approach, as it allows to perform state of the art 
research in a relatively small setting (e.g., a single unit of a company). From 
this, evidence-based interventions can be implemented. 
Individuals and career advisors 
Aging is, first of all, an individual phenomenon. Staying employable 
and increasing one's potential of employment and having an income also in 
higher age is important. After all, living longer also means that expenses 
need to be covered for a longer time. However, older employees are often 
the first victims to restructuration measures and people that lose their job in 
their fifties often have trouble finding new employment. The findings and 
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implications of this dissertation can help individuals to reflect and act upon 
their employability. 
Moreover, the perspective of the protean career suggests that the 
responsibility for one's career has shifted from the organization to the 
individual (Briscoe, Hall, & DeMuth, 2006; Hall, 1996, 2004). In this respect, 
one's employability becomes even more important. Individual employees 
may therefore use the research findings to optimize their attitude towards 
their future career and their actual learning behavior. Specifically, the "From 
Learning 2 Innovation" application, which is based on the dissertation's 
findings, may be freely used by any interested person (Froehlich, 2014a). 
ACTIVITIES AND PRODUCTS 
The project, in which this dissertation is embedded in, has produced 
a number of specific products and services: academic literature and 
presentations, practitioners literature, workshops for practitioners, a 
smartphone and web application. 
Academic literature and presentations 
Next to offering solutions for practice, dissemination of the results 
also in the academic community is important. Accordingly, we made it a 
priority to present the findings of our studies at international conferences in 
the past (e.g., at the European Association for Research on Learning and 
Instruction (EARLI) conference, at the American Educational Research 
Association (AERA) general meeting, at the International Network for Social 
Network Analysis' Sunbelt conference, or at the German Educational 
Research Association (GERA) general meeting) and publish in indexed and 
peer-reviewed academic journals (e.g., Career Development International, 
Vocations and Learning, and The International Journal of Human Resource 
Management). Furthermore, while not part of this dissertation, two book 
chapters were written during the project. Moreover, we participated in an 
interdisciplinary research group ("Maintaining a focus upon learning at work 
for older employees: An interdisciplinary perspective") within the EARLI-
Centre for Innovative Research framework, which allows cross-disciplinary 
exchange of ideas and information. 
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Next to developing and testing the main model presented in this 
dissertation, we are currently also involved in thinking about the concept of 
employability as such. For instance, we are involved in developing a 
shortened version of Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden's (2006) 
employability scale. This is important, because while the original scale has 
good psychometric features, it is fairly long. To allow for more large-scale 
research in this field, we believe that a validated short-form measurement is 
a worthwhile endeavor. This creates value by allowing researchers to 
investigate more complex models that include more variables 
simultaneously or to simply attract higher sample sizes. Moreover, 
practitioners may find the instrument more appealing to use as an internal 
human resource management tool. 
Furthermore, we are analyzing Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden's 
(2006) employability scale using Rasch analysis (Froehlich, Liu, & Van der 
Heijden, 2015). This is not only done to confirm the soundness of the 
instrument from the perspective of Rasch measurement, but we also believe 
that this approach lets us understand the concept more fully. First analyses 
suggest that not all five competences of employability are equal. 
Occupational expertise seems to be the foundation of employability: It is 
"needed to play" rather than "needed to win". After an adequate level of 
occupational expertise has been reached, however, the utility of additional 
expertise is marginal. Instead, the other competences become more 
important. This confirms the original idea of Van der Heijden (personal 
communication), which, however, so far has remained without empirical 
evidence. This way of thinking adds considerable value to individuals, 
organizations, and policymakers, as it defines a clear pathway of how to 
improve from one level of employability to the next. Since the individuals' 
current status is taken into account, more specific recommendations can be 
given. 
Practitioners literature 
While the academic audience is an important target group, we also 
stressed the communication with practitioners. Therefore, we held many 
presentations at company sites and at practitioners conferences and 
published in practitioners' journals (e.g., Beausaert et al., 2014). The 
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publication of book chapters makes the content more accessible to 
practitioners as well (e.g., Raemdonck, Beausaert, Froehlich, Kochoian, & 
Meurant, 2015). Furthermore, we created a website to communicate also 
online (Froehlich, 2014a) and a brochure (Beausaert et al., 2015). 
The dissertation, as ‘work-in-progress’, was awarded with the 
Theodor Körner Prize (Froehlich, 2014c). Since this is one of the most 
prestigious awards in Austria (Wikipedia, 2015), this makes the research 
more accessible to the public. 
Workshops for practitioners 
Presentations to practitioners often had the character of a 
workshop. For example, during an unfreezing workshop with workers in the 
metal-electro sector, participants were stimulated and supported to reflect 
upon their learning behaviors and their employability (A+O Metalelektro, 
2013). While this was often part of data collection, it at the same time was an 
opportunity to raise awareness about the topics of employability and 
informal learning from others. 
Smartphone and web application and webpage 
The "From Learning 2 Innovation" app is available for iOS and 
android smartphones as well as on the web. It may be freely accessed by 
anybody and allows self-assessment of one's informal learning from others 
(Froehlich, 2014a). 
INNOVATION 
The project is innovative in three major respects. First, the projects 
advances the academic understanding in this field. This point was made 
specific throughout the dissertation. Second, we opted for a mix of methods 
that is innovative in this field of research. For instance, we are not aware of 
any other study that has used social network analysis to analyze informal 
learning from others and its effects on employability. Third, we regard the 
valorization and dissemination strategy as innovative, as it targets multiple 
stakeholders via various channels, such as an web page and a smartphone 
application. While employability is a concern for everybody, such a holistic 
way of communication of research results is not common in this field. 
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